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Preface
	

THIS	 BOOK	 IS	 A	 REVISED	 and	 expanded	 edition	 of	Real	Worship,	which	was
first	 published	 in	1986.	 I	 have	made	 some	minor	 changes	 in	 the	original	 copy
and	have	added	the	three	chapters	in	Part	5.
I	rejoice	to	hear	that	this	book	has	been	used	to	encourage	many	believers	in

both	their	personal	and	corporate	worship.	Worship	leaders	have	shared	it	with
their	 “worship	 teams”	 and	 it	 has	been	used	 as	 a	 textbook	 in	 several	 schools.	 I
trust	that	this	new	edition	will	have	an	even	wider	ministry.
In	 the	 last	 decade,	 a	 number	 of	 excellent	 books	 on	 worship	 have	 been

published,	some	of	which	are	listed	in	the	bibliography.
Since	this	book	is	somewhat	of	a	journal	of	my	own	“worship	pilgrimage,”	it

can’t	be	published	in	a	final	edition	because	the	journey	hasn’t	ended	yet.	There
is	 still	much	 land	 to	 be	 conquered	 and	 I	 keep	 pressing	 on.	 I	 still	 believe	 that
worship	 is	 the	 church’s	 greatest	 responsibility	 and	 privilege,	 and	 that	 by
imitating	the	world	the	church	is	losing	spiritual	power	and	witness.	The	harvest
is	not	the	end	of	the	meeting,	it’s	the	end	of	the	age;	and	the	purpose	of	worship
is	the	edifying	of	the	saints,	not	the	entertaining	of	religious	spectators.
May	our	Lord	help	us	to	worship	Him	in	spirit	and	in	truth.

—WARREN	W.	WIERSBE



Part	1
	

INVITATION	TO	WORSHIP

	
Religion	 is	 that	which	 binds	 a	man.	 Every	man	 is	 bound	 somewhere,	 somehow,	 to	 a	 throne,	 to	 a
government,	to	an	authority,	to	something	that	is	supreme,	to	something	to	which	he	offers	sacrifice,
and	burns	incense,	and	bends	the	knee.

	
—G.	CAMPBELL	MORGAN,
THE	WESTMINSTER	PULPIT

(LONDON:	PICKERING	&	INGLIS,	N.D.)
VOL.	8,	P.	248



One
	
INVITATION	TO	WORSHIP
	
In	which	the	author	admits	his	frustration

	

PLEASE	UNDERSTAND	from	the	beginning	that	the	writing	of	this	book	was	a
frustrating	experience	 for	me,	and	 the	 revising	and	expanding	of	 it	wasn’t	 any
easier.
At	first,	I	blamed	my	frustration	on	the	breadth	of	the	subject,	and	I	wondered

if	any	writer	was	capable	of	dealing	with	so	vast	a	theme	as	Christian	worship.
Besides	 that,	 certain	 aspects	 of	 worship	 are	 not	 easy	 to	 define	 or	 explain.	 At
times	 I	 felt	 like	 a	 man	 trying	 to	 lay	 sunbeams	 in	 a	 row	 while	 evening	 was
marching	inexorably	in.
Then	 I	decided	 that	 the	problem	was	not	 the	vastness	of	 the	 subject	but	 the

narrowness	of	my	own	experience.	After	all,	most	of	my	worship	experience	has
been	 in	 the	 fundamentalist	 “independent	 church”	 tradition,	 where	 the	 word
worship	was	found	only	on	the	cover	of	the	hymnal.	If	not	by	word,	at	least	by
example,	 my	 peers	 taught	me	 to	 be	 suspicious	 of	 “liturgy”	 and	 to	 major	 on
winning	 the	 lost	 and	 sending	 out	 foreign	 missionaries.	 Even	 my	 ministerial
training	added	little	to	my	appreciation	of	Christian	worship.
Imagine	my	surprise	years	later	when	I	discovered	that	every	church	followed

a	liturgy,	either	a	good	one	or	a	bad	one,	and	that	I	could	learn	a	great	deal	about
the	worship	of	God	from	churches	that	I	had	excluded	from	my	fellowship.	What
a	rude	awakening!
In	recent	years	I	have	participated	in	worship	experiences	in	many	and	varied

settings:	 mission	 stations	 and	 churches	 in	 Africa,	 South	 America,	 Central
America,	and	Europe;	English	cathedrals;	Brethren	assemblies;	churches	of	one
denomination	or	another	across	 the	United	States	and	Canada;	house	churches;
camps	 and	 conferences;	 and	 even	 a	 few	 denominational	 conventions.	 At	 the
same	 time,	 I’ve	 been	 closely	 studying	 the	 lives	 and	 ministries	 of	 the	 great
preachers	and	missionaries	of	the	evangelical	tradition,	people	as	far	apart	on	the
religious	spectrum	as	Charles	Haddon	Spurgeon	and	John	Henry	Newman,	and	I



think	I	have	developed	a	sympathy	with	and	an	appreciation	for	what	is	best	in
their	ministries.
Believe	me,	it	wasn’t	easy!	More	than	once	I	longed	for	those	days	of	comfort

and	security,	when	all	truth	was	safely	tucked	into	my	notebook,	every	question
was	 answered,	 and	 every	Christian	was	 accurately	 identified	 and	 pigeonholed.
The	writing	of	this	book	has	reopened	old	wounds	in	my	heart,	recalled	painful
growth	experiences,	and	forced	me	to	find	the	courage	to	say	what	I	think	needs
to	be	said,	even	though	some	of	my	best	friends	might	disagree	with	me.
No,	this	book	isn’t	a	“spiritual	autopsy”	in	which	I	confess	my	past	ministerial

faults	and	announce	that	I	am	making	some	dramatic	theological	or	ecclesiastical
change.	 I	 still	 hold	 to	 the	 fundamentals	 of	 the	 faith,	 and	 I	 plan	 to	 continue
worshiping	in	the	“free	church”	tradition.	But	I	want	to	enrich	my	experience	of
spiritual	worship,	 both	 in	my	 private	 devotions	 and	 in	 congregational	 service.
And	I	want	to	be	able	to	appreciate	the	worship	experiences	of	my	brothers	and
sisters	in	Christ,	even	though	we	may	have	our	minor	differences	when	it	comes
to	matters	liturgical.
In	 fact,	you	and	I	may	disagree	on	some	aspects	of	Christian	doctrine,	but	 I

am	sure	there	is	one	thing	we	definitely	agree	on:	You	and	I	personally,	and	the
church	collectively,	are	desperately	in	need	of	transformation.	We	are	weary	of
“business	as	usual.”	We	need	and	want	a	transforming	experience	from	the	Lord,
the	kind	of	spiritual	visitation	 that	will	help	 to	heal	our	broken	homes	and	our
split	 churches;	 that	 will	 strip	 away	 our	 religious	 veneer	 and	 get	 us	 back	 to
reality;	 that	will	 restore	 true	spiritual	values	and	 replace	 the	cheap	counterfeits
we’ve	been	foisting	on	ourselves	and	the	lost	world;	that	will,	most	of	all,	bring
such	 glory	 to	God	 that	 the	world	will	 sit	 up	 and	 take	 notice	 and	 confess	 that
“God	is	truly	among	you”	(1	Cor.	14:25).
I	love	the	church.	I	devoted	nearly	a	quarter	of	a	century	to	pastoral	ministry

in	 three	churches.	 In	my	present	ministry,	 I	often	speak	 to	 local	congregations,
pastors’	conferences,	and	denominational	meetings	of	one	kind	or	another.	My
wife	and	I	have	tried	to	be	faithful	members	of	the	local	church	where	we	hold
our	 membership.	 In	 my	 preaching	 and	 writing	 ministry,	 I	 have	 attempted	 to
encourage	 pastors	 and	 church	 leaders	 and	 to	 emphasize	 the	 importance	 of	 the
church.	If	I	have	a	quarrel	with	the	church,	it’s	a	“lover’s	quarrel.”
However,	 my	 love	 for	 the	 church	 has	 not	 made	 me	 blind	 to	 her	 spots	 and

wrinkles.	I	have	no	intention	of	listing	here	all	the	things	that	are	wrong	with	too
many	churches	today.	It	would	be	too	painful	for	me	and	not	too	profitable	for
you.	Churches	are	made	up	of	people	like	you	and	me,	and	we	both	know	that
churches	can’t	change	until	the	people	change—until	you	and	I	are	transformed
by	the	Spirit	of	God	to	become	more	like	the	Son	of	God.	Two	statements	from



Paul	keep	coming	to	mind,	statements	that	I	have	turned	into	prayers	for	my	own
life.

But	 we	 all,	 with	 unveiled	 face,	 beholding	 as	 in	 a	 mirror	 the	 glory	 of	 the	 Lord,	 are	 being
transformed	into	the	same	image	from	glory	to	glory,	just	as	by	the	Spirit	of	the	Lord.

	
2	CORINTHIANS	3:18

And	do	not	be	conformed	to	this	world,	but	be	transformed	by	the	renewing	of	your	mind,	that
you	may	prove	what	is	that	good	and	acceptable	and	perfect	will	of	God.

	
ROMANS	12:2

	
I	sincerely	believe	 that	 the	 transforming	experience	Paul	wrote	about	 is	 the

result	 of	 the	 right	 kind	 of	 personal	 and	 corporate	 worship.	 We	 have	 tried
everything	else.	Now	it	is	time	to	return	to	God’s	way	and	try	worship.

SUBSTITUTES	FOR	WORSHIP

	
If	 you’ve	watched	 the	 religious	 trends	 over	 the	 years,	 then	 like	me,	 you’ve

been	alternately	encouraged	and	discouraged.	In	the	early	years	of	my	ministry,	I
was	 told	 that	 separation	was	 the	 secret	 to	 a	 successful	 church.	But	 then	 I	 saw
“separated	churches”	fight	among	themselves,	split	and	splinter,	and	sometimes
hurt	 the	 testimony	 of	 Christ	 in	 a	 community.	 While	 I	 believe	 in	 biblical
separation	 from	 sin,	 I	 don’t	 believe	 that	 it	 automatically	 produces	 spiritual
blessing	unless	it	 is	 the	by-product	of	 true	spiritual	worship.	 It’s	not	enough	 to
“cleanse	 ourselves	 from	 all	 filthiness	 of	 the	 flesh	 and	 spirit”	 if	 we’re	 not
“perfecting	 holiness	 in	 the	 fear	 of	 God”	 (2	 Cor.	 7:1).	 Separation	 apart	 from
worship	 can—and	 usually	 does—become	 a	 brittle	 piety	 that	 breeds	 arrogance,
legalism,	and	an	unbiblical	isolation	from	both	the	world	and	the	church.
Then	I	was	told	that	personal	evangelism	was	the	main	thing.	If	each	church

member	would	only	start	witnessing	and	winning	 the	 lost,	our	churches	would
be	 transformed.	So	we	began	to	 teach	classes	on	soul	winning	and	to	structure
our	 public	 services	 so	 that	 it	 was	 easy	 for	 the	 unsaved	 to	make	 decisions	 for
Christ.
In	the	midst	of	directing	one	of	these	programs,	I	was	asked	by	a	discerning

church	officer,	“Pastor,	if	God	gives	us	any	converts,	is	our	church	ready	to	take
them	in?	I	mean,	do	we	have	the	kind	of	spiritual	atmosphere	that	will	encourage
them	to	grow?”
Another	 rude	 awakening!	 I	 began	 to	 realize	 that	 evangelism	 divorced	 from



true	worship	can	become	merely	a	program	tacked	on	to	an	already	overloaded
ecclesiastical	calendar,	or,	even	worse,	 it	might	become	a	struggle	for	statistics
and	“results.”	 Isaiah	became	an	evangelist	after	attending	a	worship	 service	 in
the	 temple	 and	 seeing	 God	 “high	 and	 lifted	 up”	 (Isa.	 6:1).	 Evangelism	 is	 an
essential	part	of	the	church’s	ministry,	but	it	must	be	the	result	of	worship	or	it
won’t	glorify	God.
No	 sooner	 did	 the	 personal	 evangelism	 fad	 start	 to	 fade	 when	 somebody

suggested	 that	 world	 missions	 was	 the	 key	 to	 a	 spiritual	 church.	 We	 were
admonished	 to	 preach	 missions,	 to	 give	 more	 and	 more	 to	 missions,	 and	 to
challenge	our	people	to	go	out	themselves	into	the	whitened	harvest-fields	of	the
world.	But	nobody	explained	to	us	that	missions,	like	separation	and	evangelism,
must	be	a	product	of	worship;	otherwise	 it	 is	only	a	new	gimmick	 to	motivate
the	church,	and	the	motivation	will	not	last.
In	one	 sense,	Abraham	was	 the	 first	 foreign	missionary	named	 in	 the	Bible.

He	was	told	to	leave	his	home	and	go	to	a	distant	and	unknown	land,	and	there	to
bear	witness	for	the	true	and	living	God.	How	did	this	missionary	venture	begin?
“The	God	of	glory	 appeared	 to	our	 father	Abraham,”	 explained	Stephen	 (Acts
7:2).	 It	 sounds	 a	 good	 deal	 like	 Isaiah’s	 experience	 in	 the	 temple!	 In	 fact,	 it’s
worth	noting	that	even	Paul’s	missionary	call	came	to	him	while	he	was	sharing
in	worship	in	the	church	at	Antioch.	“As	they	ministered	to	the	Lord	and	fasted,
the	Holy	Spirit	 said,	 ‘Now	 separate	 to	Me	Barnabas	 and	Saul	 for	 the	work	 to
which	I	have	called	them’”	(Acts	13:2).	The	Greek	word	translated	“ministered”
is	leitourgeo	and	refers	to	priestly	service	rendered	to	God	(see	Heb.	10:11).	Paul
was	probably	praying,	fasting,	and	worshiping	God	when	the	heavenly	summons
came.
When	missions	is	divorced	from	worship,	the	human	need	can	become	more

important	 than	 the	 divine	 glory;	 and	 the	 strategy	 used	 might	 be	 the	 result	 of
human	 observations	 rather	 than	 a	 God-given	 spiritual	 vision.	 It’s	 when	 we
worship	God	that	we	discover	afresh	 that	His	 thoughts	and	ways	are	far	above
ours	and	that	whatever	we	do	will	have	to	be	guided	and	empowered	by	Him.
And	 what	 more	 shall	 I	 say?	 For	 the	 time	 would	 fail	 me	 to	 tell	 of	 Sunday

school	 contests,	 bus	 ministries,	 youth	 rallies,	 discipleship	 programs,	 church
growth	 seminars,	 liturgical	 renewal	 movements,	 ecumenical	 programs,	 and
denominational	promotions,	all	of	which	promised	new	life	for	the	congregation,
but	 none	 of	 which	 really	 did	 the	 job.	Why?	 Because	 they	 had	 been	 divorced
from	worship	and	therefore	could	not	produce	fruit	and	glorify	God.
Please	do	not	misunderstand	me.	Many	of	these	things	are	good	and	important

to	the	local	church,	but	they	are	not	good	in	themselves.	They	are	good	only	if
they	 are	 by-products	 of	 spiritual	 worship.	 This	 explains	 why	 success	 in	 these



ventures	often	creates	more	problems	than	it	solves,	for	the	emphasis	is	often	on
human	 techniques	 and	 achievements,	 not	 on	 God’s	 power	 and	 glory.	 “In
whatever	 man	 does	 without	 God,”	 wrote	 George	 MacDonald,	 “he	 must	 fail
miserably—	or	succeed	more	miserably.”	The	church	today	is	starting	to	suffer
from	success,	and	the	only	remedy	is	to	return	to	worship.

CHURCHES	IN	CONFLICT

	
When	 this	book	was	 first	published	 in	1986,	we	didn’t	have	what	 today	are

called	 “worship	 wars.”	 Occasionally	 we’d	 see	 a	 skirmish	 or	 two	 as	 local
churches	 began	 to	 have	 serious	 disagreements	 over	 styles	 of	 music,	 and	 as
pastors	 were	 hearing	 complaints	 from	 both	 the	 older	 and	 the	 younger
generations.	 Some	 churches	 tried	 to	 solve	 the	 problem	 by	 scheduling	 both
“traditional”	and	“contemporary”	services.	The	strategy	seemed	to	work	in	some
places,	 but	 in	 others	 it	 not	 only	 divided	 families	 but	 eventually	 divided	 entire
churches.	The	enemy	was	bold	to	use	the	one	thing	that	should	bring	us	together,
the	worship	of	God,	to	pull	us	apart	and	keep	us	at	war.
During	 these	 intervening	 years,	 I’ve	 had	 many	 opportunities	 to	 chat	 with

different	people	about	the	problems	we	face	in	this	strategic	area	of	worship,	and
I’ve	done	a	good	deal	of	observing,	studying,	thinking,	and	praying.	It’s	been	my
privilege	to	speak	on	the	subject	of	worship	at	various	conferences	and	to	deal
with	it	while	teaching	as	a	visiting	instructor	at	different	seminaries.	When	Real
Worship	first	came	out,	there	weren’t	as	many	books	available	on	the	subject	as
there	are	today,	and	I	think	I’ve	read	most	of	the	new	ones.	But	my	basic	text	is
the	Bible,	because	I	still	believe	that	in	the	Bible	God	tells	us	what	we	need	to
know	so	that	we	can	worship	and	serve	Him	acceptably.

INVITATION	TO	A	PILGRIMAGE
	
When	 I	 first	 wrote	 this	 book,	 I	 discovered	 a	 surprising	 thing:	 worship	 is

supposed	to	be	at	the	center	of	everything	that	the	church	believes,	practices,	and
seeks	 to	 accomplish.	 In	 order	 to	 understand	 worship,	 I	 must	 also	 understand
more	about	God,	God’s	creation,	myself,	the	church,	and	the	ministry	I’m	trying
to	fulfill.	This	book	has	been	a	“spiritual	catalyst”	for	me,	forcing	me	to	examine
and	 evaluate	my	 own	 spiritual	 life	 and	 the	 priorities	 that	 help	 to	 direct	 it.	No
doubt	 that	 is	where	some	of	 the	 frustration	has	come	 in.	 It’s	not	easy	 to	admit
wrong	thinking	and	wrong	serving!



I’ve	experienced	a	growing	vision	of	the	greatness	of	God—not	as	dramatic	as
the	vision	Isaiah	had	in	the	temple,	but	a	blessed	experience	just	the	same.	My
Bible	shines	with	new	light.	 I’m	no	longer	analyzing	texts	 in	order	 to	organize
sermons;	I	am	meeting	God	in	His	Word	and	discovering	the	reality	of	a	song	I
have	sung	often	but	little	understood:

Beyond	the	sacred	page,	I	seek	Thee,	Lord;
My	spirit	pants	for	Thee,	O	living	Word!

—MARY	A.	LATHBURY
	

I’ve	learned	afresh	that	preaching	is	an	act	of	worship	and	that	my	message
must	be	a	sacrifice	placed	on	the	altar	to	the	glory	of	God.
Not	only	has	God	become	more	real	and	the	Bible	more	exciting,	but	all	the

things	 God	 wants	 me	 to	 do	 have	 become	 joyfully	 more	 natural:	 praying,
witnessing,	 loving	 the	 “brethren”	 (especially	 those	 who	 disagree	 with	 me),
giving,	 ministering,	 helping	 others	 bear	 their	 burdens,	 handling	 interruptions,
caring	for	my	body,	and	worshiping	with	God’s	people.	To	be	sure,	I	still	fail	and
often	have	my	share	of	struggles,	but	the	new	emphasis	on	worship	has	begun	to
take	the	strain	out	of	the	Christian	life.
I	 even	 find	myself	 interrupting	what	 I	 am	doing	and	 just	 lifting	my	heart	 in

worship	to	God.	There	are	times	in	public	worship	when	what	we’re	singing	gets
to	my	heart	in	a	new	way,	so	I	stop	singing,	bow	my	head,	and	(sometimes	with
tears)	just	worship	the	Father	in	heaven.	Have	I	seen	any	“special	results”	in	my
ministry?	No,	but	I	must	leave	that	with	God.	I	am	not	worshiping	Him	because
of	what	He	will	 do	 for	me,	 but	 because	 of	what	He	 is	 to	me.	When	worship
becomes	commercial,	it	ceases	to	be	worship.	R.	G.	LeTourneau	used	to	say,	“If
you	give	because	it	pays,	it	won’t	pay.”	That	principle	also	applies	to	worship:	if
you	worship	because	it	pays,	it	won’t	pay.	Our	motive	must	be	to	please	God	and
glorify	Him	alone.
As	we	walk	together	through	the	pages	of	this	book,	you	will	be	sharing	my

personal	pilgrimage	as	I	have	rediscovered	worship	and	the	transforming	power
it	can	bring	to	our	lives	and	our	churches,	to	the	glory	of	God.	At	some	points	in
our	pilgrimage,	you	and	I	may	disagree;	and	I	welcome	this,	because	we	must	be
honest	 with	 ourselves	 and	 with	 each	 other.	 All	 I	 ask	 is	 that	 you	 give	me	 the
courtesy	 of	 staying	with	me	 and	 completing	 the	 journey.	 I	 recall,	with	 shame,
how	 early	 in	my	 “worship	 pilgrimage”	 I	 violently	 disagreed	with	 authors	 and
tossed	 their	 books	 aside,	 only	 to	 discover	 later	 that	 my	 immature	 fear	 was
robbing	 me	 of	 the	 opportunity	 for	 growth.	 My	 personal	 “book	 burning”
experiences	said	nothing	about	the	books	but	a	great	deal	about	me!
When	we	get	to	the	end	of	this	book,	it’s	not	important	that	you	and	I	agree	on



every	jot	and	tittle.	It	is	important	that	we	expand	our	vision	of	God,	deepen	our
experience	of	worship,	and	broaden	our	love	for	God’s	people	and	our	ministry
to	those	who	need	Christ.
“God	is	 trying	to	call	us	back	to	that	for	which	He	created	us,”	wrote	A.	W.

Tozer,	 “to	 worship	 Him	 and	 to	 enjoy	 Him	 forever!”	 1	 Let’s	 heed	 that	 call
together.
And	let’s	begin	now.

	
Father,
Thank	You	for	Your	patience	with	me!
When	I	think	of	how	many	worship	experiences	
I	have	wasted—and	how	many	worship	services	I	have	criticized—	
I	feel	very	ashamed.

Thank	You	for	inviting	me	on	this	“worship	pilgrimage,”	and	for	those	who
are	going	with	me.

Guide	us.
We	have	so	much	to	learn!
More	than	anything	else,	we	want	to	learn	to	worship	You.
In	the	Name	of	Jesus,	Your	Son,

Amen.



Two
	
INVITATION	TO	WORSHIP
	
In	which	we	attempt	to	define	worship

	

IF	YOU	AND	I	are	 to	make	any	real	progress	 in	our	pilgrimage	 together,	we
must	 decide	 what	 we	 mean	 by	worship	 and	 transformation.	 Let’s	 begin	 with
worship	and	then	consider	transformation	in	the	following	chapter.

THE	PROBLEM	OF	DEFINITIONS
	
First,	we	must	 face	 the	 fact	 that	 some	 things	 are	 very	 difficult	 to	 define.	A

devoted	husband	and	wife	might	have	to	struggle	to	define	the	love	they	feel	so
deeply;	 a	 gifted	 artist	 may	 not	 be	 able	 to	 define	 “beauty.”	 Even	 the	 great
theologian	St.	Augustine	had	his	troubles.	“What,	then,	is	time?”	he	wrote.	“If	no
one	asks	of	me,	I	know;	if	I	wish	to	explain	to	him	who	asks,	I	know	not.”
We	must	be	careful,	too,	that	our	definition	is	not	so	high	a	wall	that	we	find

ourselves	 in	 an	 intellectual	 and	 emotional	 prison.	 Good	 definitions	 must	 set
limits,	but	they	must	also	leave	room	for	expansion.	It’s	all	right	to	put	up	walls
so	 long	 as	 you	 include	 a	 door	 and	 a	 few	windows.	This	may	 have	 been	what
Erasmus	meant	when	he	wrote,	“Every	definition	is	dangerous.”
We	must	 also	 keep	 in	mind	 that	 good	 definitions	must	 relate	 to	 experience.

They	must	not	be	merely	intellectually	constructed	to	satisfy	the	lexicographer!
After	 all,	 the	 Bible	 does	 not	 give	 us	 many	 definitions,	 but	 it	 does	 major	 on
demonstrations	 and	 descriptions.	 The	 Bible	 is	 not	 a	 dictionary	 or	 an
encyclopedia.	Rather,	it	is	a	Who’s	Who	of	people	who	knew	God,	trusted	Him,
and	 got	 things	 accomplished.	 The	 cast	 of	 characters	 found	 in	 Scripture	would
agree	with	Thomas	à	Kempis:	“I	had	rather	 feel	compunction,	 than	understand
the	definition	thereof.”	Experience	is	important	to	understanding.
As	you	probably	know,	our	English	word	worship	simply	means	“worth-ship.”

We	worship	 God	 because	 He	 is	 worthy.	 “You	 are	 worthy,	 O	 Lord,	 to	 receive
glory	and	honor	and	power”	(Rev.	4:11).	“Worthy	 is	 the	Lamb	who	was	slain”



(Rev.	5:12).	We	aren’t	worthy	of	worship,	and	certainly	the	idols	that	we	make
are	not	worthy.	Only	God	 is	worthy	of	our	worship.	What	people	worship	 is	 a
good	indication	of	what	is	really	valuable	to	them.
Four	 different	 Hebrew	 words	 are	 translated	 “worship”	 in	 the	 Authorized

Version,	but	the	one	used	most	often	is	shachah,	which	means	“to	bow	down,	to
do	homage.”	It	is	first	used	in	Scripture	in	Genesis	18:2,	where	Abraham	bowed
down	 to	 the	 three	 visitors,	 one	 of	 whom	 (he	 discovered)	 was	 the	 Lord	 from
heaven.
The	key	Greek	word	is	proskuneo,	which	literally	means	“to	kiss	 toward.”	It

conveys	 the	 idea	of	showing	reverence	or	doing	obeisance	 to	God	(John	4:21–
24),	humans	(Matt.	18:26),	or	even	Satan	(Rev.	13:4).	Another	important	Greek
word	is	latreuo,	which	basically	means	“to	serve,	to	minister”	(for	examples,	see
Matt.	4:10,	Heb.	9:9	and	14,	and	Rev.	22:3).	A	related	word	is	leitourgos,	which
means	“a	priestly	ministry”	and	gives	us	our	English	word	 liturgy.	 I	will	 have
more	to	say	about	this	word	in	a	later	chapter	when	we	consider	the	relationship
between	preaching	and	worship.
When	we	consider	all	 the	words	used	 for	worship	 in	both	 the	Old	and	New

Testaments,	 and	 when	 we	 put	 their	 meanings	 together,	 we	 find	 that	 worship
involves	both	attitudes	(awe,	reverence,	respect)	and	actions	(bowing,	praising,
serving).	It	is	both	a	subjective	experience	and	an	objective	activity.	Worship	is
not	 an	 unexpressed	 feeling,	 nor	 is	 it	 an	 empty	 formality.	 True	 worship	 is
balanced	 and	 involves	 the	 mind,	 the	 emotions,	 and	 the	 will.	 It	 must	 be
intelligent;	it	must	reach	deep	within	and	be	motivated	by	love;	and	it	must	lead
to	obedient	actions	that	glorify	God.
Evelyn	Underhill	has	defined	worship	as	“the	total	adoring	response	of	man	to

the	 one	 Eternal	 God,	 self-revealed	 in	 time.”1	 I	 like	 that	 phrase,	 “adoring
response.”	It	reminds	me	that	worship	is	personal	and	passionate,	not	formal	and
unfeeling,	 and	 that	 it	 is	 our	 response	 to	 the	 living	God,	 voluntarily	 offered	 to
Him	as	He	has	offered	Himself	to	us.
In	His	conversation	with	the	woman	of	Samaria,	Jesus	made	it	clear	that	there

is	 both	 true	 worship	 and	 false	 worship,	 both	 ignorant	 worship	 and	 intelligent
worship	(John	4:19–24).	What	passes	for	Christian	worship,	even	in	some	of	our
churches,	may	not	be	acceptable	to	God	at	all.	The	Pharisees	thought	they	were
practicing	exemplary	worship,	but	Jesus	thought	otherwise:	“These	people	draw
near	to	Me	with	their	mouth,	and	honor	Me	with	their	lips,	but	their	heart	is	far
from	 Me.	 And	 in	 vain	 they	 worship	 Me,	 teaching	 as	 doctrines	 the
commandments	of	men”	(Matt.	15:8,	9).
More	about	that	later.	What	concerns	us	now	is	that	we	agree	on	the	meaning

of	 worship.	 One	 of	 my	 favorite	 definitions	 comes	 from	 William	 Temple,



archbishop	of	Canterbury	(1942–44).	I	want	to	quote	the	entire	paragraph	from
his	Readings	in	St.	John’s	Gospel,	first	series:

Both	 for	 perplexity	 and	 for	 dulled	 conscience	 the	 remedy	 is	 the	 same;	 sincere	 and	 spiritual
worship.	For	worship	is	the	submission	of	all	our	nature	to	God.	It	is	the	quickening	of	conscience	by
His	holiness;	the	nourishment	of	mind	with	His	truth;	the	purifying	of	imagination	by	His	beauty;	the
opening	of	the	heart	to	His	love;	the	surrender	of	will	to	His	purpose—and	all	of	this	gathered	up	in
adoration,	the	most	selfless	emotion	of	which	our	nature	is	capable	and	therefore	the	chief	remedy	for
that	self-centeredness	which	is	our	original	sin	and	the	source	of	all	actual	sin.	Yes—worship	in	spirit
and	truth	is	the	way	to	the	solution	of	perplexity	and	to	the	liberation	from	sin.2

	
To	Temple,	worship	 is	 the	 response	of	all	 that	we	are	 to	all	 that	God	 is	and

does.	We	don’t	worship	God	for	what	we	get	out	of	it,	but	because	He	is	worthy
of	worship.	“Whoever	seeks	God	as	a	means	toward	desired	ends	will	not	find
God,”	wrote	A.	W.	Tozer.	 “God	will	 not	 be	 used.”3	 If	 you	worship	 because	 it
pays,	 it	 won’t	 pay.	 Of	 course,	 this	 runs	 contrary	 to	 much	 of	 the	 popular
preaching	and	teaching	today,	which	promises	health,	wealth,	contentment,	and	a
problem-free	 life	 to	 all	 who	 will	 “turn	 themselves	 over	 to	 God.”	 Those	 who
proclaim	this	pernicious	doctrine	would	be	broken-hearted	if	their	own	children
loved	them	only	for	what	they	could	get	out	of	them.
Alfred	North	Whitehead	could	hardly	be	called	an	evangelical	believer,	yet	he

made	a	profound	statement	about	worship	that	needs	to	be	heeded	today:	“The
worship	of	God	is	not	a	rule	of	safety—it	 is	an	adventure	of	 the	spirit,	a	flight
after	the	unattainable.”4	“My	soul	thirsts	for	God,	for	the	living	God,”	wrote	the
psalmist.	“When	shall	I	come	and	appear	before	God?”	(Ps.	42:2).	Think	of	the
dangerous	 experiences	 David	 went	 through	 in	 order	 to	 give	 us	 the	 psalms!
Isaiah’s	vision	of	God’s	glorious	throne	eventually	cost	him	his	life,	and	Paul’s
experiences	in	the	heavenlies	brought	him	a	thorn	in	the	flesh.	True	worship	is
not	cheap	entertainment;	it’s	a	costly	experience.
Nor	 is	 worship	 some	 kind	 of	 escape.	 I	 confess	 that	 I	 sometimes	 feel	 pain

within	when	I	hear	someone	pray,	“Oh	Lord,	thank	You	that	we	can	come	apart
from	the	world	to	worship	You,	that	we	can	leave	our	cares	and	burdens	outside
as	we	enter	Your	house.”	I	may	be	wrong,	but	I	carry	my	cares	and	burdens	with
me	right	into	the	worship	service,	because	it’s	there	that	I	can	get	the	perspective
I	need	to	deal	with	them	successfully.	“When	I	thought	how	to	understand	this,”
Asaph	wrote	about	his	problem,	“it	was	too	painful	for	me—until	I	went	into	the
sanctuary	of	God”	(Ps.	73:16,	17).	“He	did	not	merely	forget	his	problem	for	the
time	being,”	wrote	D.	Martyn	Lloyd-Jones;	“he	found	a	solution.”5
“God	is	our	refuge	and	strength”	(Ps.	46:1,	italics	mine).	God	hides	us	so	that

He	might	help	us.	We	aren’t	refugees	looking	for	escape;	rather,	we’re	wounded



and	weary	soldiers	who	need	rest	and	rehabilitation	so	we	can	go	back	into	the
battle.	People	who	worship	 for	“escape”	don’t	know	what	 true	worship	 is,	and
they’re	wasting	their	time.	True	worship	should	lead	to	personal	enrichment	and
enablement,	 the	 kind	 of	 spiritual	 strength	 that	 helps	 the	 believer	 carry	 the
burdens	and	fight	the	battles	of	life.
Worship	as	escape	becomes	a	selfish	experience.	Granted,	all	of	us	at	one	time

or	another	have	identified	with	David’s	groan,	“Oh,	that	I	had	wings	like	a	dove!
I	would	fly	away	and	be	at	rest”	(Ps.	55:6).	But	I	trust	our	identification	with	this
selfish	attitude	has	been	only	momentary,	for	if	it	becomes	a	settled	way	of	life	it
leads	to	immaturity	and	unreality.	It	 turns	God	into	a	celestial	Physician	whose
only	task	is	to	bind	our	wounds,	and	it	robs	us	of	the	growth	that	can	come	when
we	discover	the	excitement	of	relating	worship	to	daily	life.

SUBJECTIVE	AND	OBJECTIVE	ASPECTS
	
True	worship	has	both	objective	and	subjective	aspects,	and	we	must	maintain

this	balance.	Jesus	may	have	had	this	in	mind	when	He	said,	“God	is	spirit,	and
his	worshipers	must	worship	in	spirit	and	in	truth”	(John	4:24	NIV).	“In	spirit”
(note	 that	 the	 s	 is	 not	 capitalized)	 refers	 to	 the	 subjective	 side	of	worship;	 “in
truth”	refers	to	the	objective	side.	If	we	don’t	submit	to	some	kind	of	objective
revelation,	 some	Word	 from	 God,	 then	 our	 worship	 is	 ignorant	 and	 probably
false.	On	the	other	hand,	if	we	know	the	truth	but	merely	go	through	the	outward
motions	 of	worship,	 our	worship	will	 be	 hypocritical	 and	 empty.	 “When	 thou
prayest,”	wrote	 John	Bunyan,	 “rather	 let	 thy	 heart	 be	without	words,	 than	 thy
words	 without	 heart.”	 Paul	 called	 this	 formal	 worship	 “having	 a	 form	 of
godliness	but	denying	its	power”	(2	Tim.	3:5).
The	important	thing	is	that	we	keep	the	right	balance.	There	is	today	such	an

emphasis	 on	 Bible	 knowledge	 that	 we’re	 in	 danger	 of	 ignoring,	 or	 even
opposing,	personal	spiritual	experience.	While	we	must	not	base	our	theology	on
experience,	 neither	 must	 we	 debase	 our	 theology	 by	 divorcing	 it	 from
experience.	If	true	worship	is	the	response	of	the	whole	person	to	God,	then	we
dare	 not	 neglect	 the	 emotions.	We	 permit	 people	 to	 express	 their	 emotions	 at
weddings,	 funerals,	 and	 athletic	 events,	 but	 not	 at	 a	 worship	 service.	 The
important	thing	today	seems	to	be	that	you	mark	your	Bible	and	write	outlines	in
your	notebook,	but	whatever	else	you	do,	keep	your	emotions	hidden!
This	 attitude,	 I	 am	 sure,	 is	 an	 overreaction	 to	 some	 of	 the	 extremes	 that

Christians	have	seen	in	certain	segments	of	the	modern	charismatic	movement.
While	I	personally	deplore	religious	emotionalism,	as	opposed	to	true	emotion,	I



must	 admit	 that	 I	 tend	 to	 agree	with	Bishop	Handley	Moule,	who	 said	 that	he
would	rather	tone	down	a	fanatic	than	resurrect	a	corpse.	It	would	be	better	not
to	have	either	 extreme,	of	 course,	but	 if	 I	have	 to	make	a	 choice,	give	me	 the
fanatic.
The	objective	truth	found	in	God’s	Word	is	important,	but	so	is	the	subjective

experience	 of	 that	 truth.	 In	 our	 quest	 to	 maintain	 our	 orthodoxy	 we	 have
forgotten	 that	 the	 very	 word	 orthodox	means	 “right	 praise”	 as	 well	 as	 “right
opinion.”	We	defend	 the	faith	and	 then	descend	 into	formalism,	proud	 that	our
doctrine	is	correct	but	 ignorant	of	 the	fact	 that	our	worship	 is	dull	and	lifeless.
Like	 the	 church	 at	 Laodicea,	 we’re	 neither	 cold	 nor	 hot,	 but	 disgustingly
lukewarm	 (Rev.	 3:14–22).	 G.	 Campbell	 Morgan	 had	 this	 to	 say	 about	 the
“formalists”	in	the	church:

He	[Christ]	does	not	ask	that	outward	form	be	given	up,	or	helpful	rite	abandoned.	He	will	not
suggest	 the	 setting	aside	of	 any	 form	or	ceremony	 that	 in	 itself	 is	helpful.	He	has	no	criticism	 for
these	things.	He	permits	the	music	and	the	methods,	always	providing	that	they	are	expressive	of	the
deeper	fact	of	life.	These	things	He	hates	when	they	become	the	grave-clothes	wrapped	about	death.
The	true	ideal	of	worship	is	that	of	man	communing	with	God.6

	
Once	we	understand	 the	subjective	and	objective	aspects	of	worship,	we	are

better	prepared	to	deal	with	some	of	the	problems	that	worship	seems	to	create.
For	 one	 thing,	 we	 can	 better	 understand	 why	 different	 Christian	 communions
express	 their	worship	 in	 different	ways.	After	 all,	 if	 there’s	 only	 one	God	 and
one	Bible,	why	don’t	we	all	worship	in	the	same	way?	The	answer	is	simply	that
we	are	all	different	and	live	in	different	cultural	contexts.
Objective	 truth	 never	 changes,	 but	 our	 understanding	 of	 it	 deepens	 and	 our

experience	of	it	should	become	more	and	more	meaningful.	Divine	revelation	is
one	 thing;	 human	 realization	 is	 something	 quite	 different.	 The	 Holy	 Spirit
doesn’t	 violate	 a	 believer’s	 personality,	 but	 rather	 uses	 it	 to	 express	 praise	 to
God.	 No	 two	 Christians	 have	 identical	 worship	 experiences	 even	 though	 they
participate	in	the	same	service,	at	the	same	time,	in	the	same	sanctuary.	For	that
matter,	 no	 two	 congregations,	 even	 in	 the	 same	 fellowship,	 express	 the	 same
worship	while	 following	 the	 same	 liturgy.	Christian	worship	 is	both	 individual
and	corporate,	personal	and	congregational.	Led	by	the	Spirit,	we	have	the	right,
even	 the	 responsibility,	 to	 express	 our	 praise	 to	 God	 in	 the	 manner	 that	 best
reflects	our	individual	personalities	and	cultures.	If	all	of	us	would	keep	this	in
mind,	 it	 might	 encourage	 a	 deeper	 appreciation	 for	 one	 another’s	 form	 of
worship.



THE	ELEMENT	OF	MYSTERY
	
Before	we	 try	 to	 tie	all	of	 these	 truths	 together,	one	more	aspect	of	worship

must	 be	mentioned,	 and	 that	 is	 the	 fear	 of	 the	Lord.	 If	we	major	 only	 on	 our
“adoring	response,”	we	may	find	ourselves	out	of	balance.	After	all,	God’s	love
for	us	is	a	holy	love;	and	we	must	beware	of	trying	to	get	“chummy”	with	God.
The	old	saints	and	mystics	reveled	in	their	experiences	of	His	love,	but	they	also
remembered	 that	 their	God	was	“a	 consuming	 fire”	 (Heb.	12:29).	As	 the	Lord
drew	near	to	them,	they	kept	in	mind	that	He	had	not	abdicated	His	throne	but
was	still	“high	and	lifted	up.”	A.	W.	Tozer	is	right:	“No	one	can	know	the	true
grace	of	God	who	has	not	first	known	the	fear	of	God.”7
Phillips	 Brooks	 once	 said	 that	 familiarity	 breeds	 contempt	 only	 with

contemptible	 people	 or	 contemptible	 things.	 There	 is	 sometimes	 an	 undue
familiarity	 with	 God	 that	 only	 proves	 that	 the	 worshiper	 doesn’t	 really	 know
God	at	all.	True	worship	must	always	involve	mystery.	There	are	many	things	we
can’t	explain	but	that	we	can	experience.
Mystery	and	humility	go	 together,	and	 there	can	be	no	 real	worship	without

humility.	God	reveals	Himself	but	He	rarely	explains	Himself.	Christians	don’t
live	on	explanations;	 they	 live	on	promises	and	on	deepening	relationships.	To
some	congregations,	the	unpardonable	sin	in	ministry	is	for	the	pastor	to	admit,
“I	don’t	know,”	but	the	church	should	know	better.	God	deliberately	keeps	some
things	 secret	 so	 that	 you	 and	 I	will	 stay	 humble	 and	 learn	 to	 trust	Him,	 even
when	we	don’t	understand	what	He’s	doing.	He	understands,	and	that’s	all	 that
matters.
In	our	desire	 to	explain	everything	and	avoid	whatever	we	can’t	explain,	we

have	almost	robbed	worship	of	its	important	dimension	of	mystery.	We	no	longer
cry	 out	 with	 Paul,	 “Oh,	 the	 depth	 of	 the	 riches	 both	 of	 the	 wisdom	 and
knowledge	 of	 God!	 How	 unsearchable	 are	 His	 judgments	 and	 His	 ways	 past
finding	out!”	(Rom.	11:33).	Paul	prayed	that	we	might	“know	the	love	of	Christ
which	passes	knowledge”	(Eph.	3:19),	a	paradox	indeed,	a	mystery	if	there	ever
was	one.
“But	 you’re	 promoting	 mysticism!”	 some	 orthodox	 saint	 may	 shout.

“Mysticism	is	dangerous!”	But	that	depends	on	what	kind	of	mysticism	it	is.	A
mystic	is	simply	someone	who	believes	that	there	is	a	real	spiritual	world	behind
the	physical	world	that	we	see,	and	a	Christian	mystic	sees	Jesus	Christ	as	Lord
of	both	 the	 seen	and	 the	unseen.	Discussing	what	happened	 to	 the	believers	at
Pentecost,	 G.	 Campbell	 Morgan	 wrote:	 “This	 is	 mysticism.	 Christianity	 is
mysticism.”8
Christian	worship	must	be	intelligent,	but	there	are	some	things	that	we	can’t



explain.	Christian	worship	must	be	based	solidly	on	objective	truth,	but	it	must
also	include	subjective	experience—	and	that’s	where	Christian	mysticism	enters
in.	 God	 is	 a	 Person,	 and	 our	 relationship	 to	 Him	must	 be	 personal.	 Just	 as	 a
devoted	husband	and	wife,	or	parent	and	child,	will	experience	with	one	another
what	they	can’t	easily	define	or	explain,	so	the	devoted	saint	of	God,	thirsty	for
spiritual	reality,	will	enjoy	experiences	with	God	that	will	transcend	the	merely
academic.	Even	the	biblical	writers	had	to	resort	to	divinely	inspired	metaphors
and	symbols	to	express	the	inexpressible.
Certainly	 we	 must	 “try	 the	 spirits”	 and	 test	 experience	 by	 truth;	 otherwise

what	we	think	is	spiritual	experience	might	turn	out	to	be	the	work	of	the	flesh	or
the	influence	of	 the	demonic.	But	sincere	Christians	who	know	their	Bible	and
are	 yielded	 to	 the	 Spirit	 are	 not	 likely	 to	 be	 duped,	 especially	 if	 they	 keep	 in
touch	with	God’s	people	in	the	church.	The	saints	have	a	way	of	keeping	us	in
balance.

A	WORKING	DEFINITION
	
No	definition	is	final,	so	accept	this	one	for	the	time	being,	and	we	can	refine

it	as	we	go	along:
Worship	is	the	believers’	response	of	all	that	they	are—mind,	emotions,	will,

and	body—to	what	God	is	and	says	and	does.	This	response	has	its	mystical	side
in	 subjective	 experience	 and	 its	 practical	 side	 in	 objective	 obedience	 to	God’s
revealed	will.	Worship	 is	 a	 loving	 response	 that’s	 balanced	 by	 the	 fear	 of	 the
Lord,	and	it	is	a	deepening	response	as	the	believer	comes	to	know	God	better.
And	what	should	be	the	result	of	all	this?	Transformation,	which	is	the	theme

of	our	next	chapter.
	

Gracious	Father,
Thank	You	for	bringing	us	this	far!
We	still	have	a	long	way	to	go,	but	we	feel	You	are	with	us	and	that	You	will
teach	us.

Deliver	us	 from	getting	out	of	balance	and	divorcing	our	brains	 from	our
hearts.

We	do	want	our	worship	to	be	intelligent,	but	we	also	want	it	to	be	fervent.
May	head	and	heart	be	united	by	Your	Spirit.
May	our	“adoring	response”	bring	joy	to	Your	heart!
In	the	Savior’s	Name,

Amen.



Three
	
INVITATION	TO	WORSHIP
	
In	which	we	discuss	transformation

and	discover	how	dangerous	it	can	be
	

WE	WORSHIP	GOD	because	He	is	worthy	and	not	because	we	as	worshipers
get	 something	 out	 of	 it.	 If	 we	 look	 upon	worship	 only	 as	 a	means	 of	 getting
something	from	God,	rather	 than	giving	something	to	God,	 then	we	make	God
our	 servant	 instead	of	 our	Lord,	 and	 the	 elements	 of	worship	 become	 a	 cheap
formula	for	selfish	gratification.	We	then	become	like	those	backslidden	priests
that	the	prophet	Malachi	denounced,	men	who	said,	“It	is	useless	to	serve	God;
what	profit	 is	 it	 that	we	have	kept	His	ordinance,	 and	 that	we	have	walked	as
mourners	before	the	LORD	of	hosts?”	(Mal.	3:14).
Worshiping	God	with	 a	wrong	motive	 can	be	 as	 deadening	 as	worshiping	 a

false	god	with	 a	 sincere	motive.	Both	are	wrong,	but	 certainly	 the	 enlightened
Christian	faces	a	greater	judgment	than	the	sincere	pagan.	After	all,	we	know	the
God	 we	 worship!	 We	 know	 that	 we	 live	 in	 His	 world	 and	 that	 we	 bear	 His
image;	 and	 as	 believers,	we	know	 that	we	belong	 to	His	 family.	We	have	His
revelation	in	His	Word	and	the	personal	instruction	of	His	Spirit.	Believers	who
have	a	commercial	approach	to	worship	have	certainly	forgotten	these	truths	and
have	turned	God	into	a	celestial	Servant	who	rewards	them	for	faithful	worship.
Satan	accused	Job	of	being	that	kind	of	a	worshiper.
We	worship	God	because	He	is	worthy	and	because	He	has	commanded	us	to

worship	Him.	However,	this	is	not	to	deny	that	there	are	personal	benefits	from
worshiping	God,	because	there	are.	God	has	ordained	that	everything	we	are	and
do	will	 flow	 out	 of	 worship	 as	 “blessed	 by-products”	 of	 our	 fellowship	 with
God.	True	spiritual	worship	ought	to	contribute	something	powerful	and	lasting
to	 our	 personalities,	 our	 relationships,	 our	 service,	 and	 our	 total	 lives	 as
Christians.
According	 to	Albert	W.	Palmer,	worship	“means	a	 release	of	energy.	 It	puts

into	 life	 something	 that	 steps	 it	 up	 to	 a	 higher	 voltage.	Through	worship	man



comes	 to	God	 at	 first	 hand,	 has	 an	 immediate	 experience	with	God,	 and	 goes
forth	transformed	and	stimulated	to	new	levels	of	endeavor.”1
Transformed.	 That	 is	 the	 word	 we	 are	 interested	 in.	 If	 true	 worship	 is

anything,	it	 is	a	transforming	experience.	We	need	to	understand	this	word	and
then	discover	what	kind	of	 transformation	 takes	place	 in	 the	 life	of	 the	person
who	worships	God	“in	spirit	and	truth.”

METAMORPHOSIS	VERSUS	MASQUERADE
	
When	I	was	in	grade	school,	our	class	spent	several	weeks	watching	a	cocoon

and	 hoping	 that	 a	 beautiful	 butterfly	 would	 emerge.	 We	 were	 studying
metamorphosis,	 that	 marvelous	 process	 of	 nature	 that	 changes	 tadpoles	 into
frogs	and	caterpillars	into	moths	or	butterflies.	Little	did	I	know	that	one	day	I
would	meet	that	word	metamorphosis	in	a	seminary	Greek	class.
The	Greek	word	metamorphoumai	(the	passive	form	of	metamorphoo)	means

“to	be	changed	into	another	form,”	but	this	change	comes	from	within.	In	other
words,	 the	 change	 on	 the	 outside	 is	 the	 normal	 and	 natural	 expression	 of	 the
nature	on	the	inside.	You	would	never	produce	a	butterfly	by	pinning	wings	on	a
worm!	The	changes	must	come	from	within.
There	is	another	Greek	word	that	describes	changes	on	the	outside	that	do	not

come	 from	 within.	 It	 is	 metaschematizomai,	 and	 it	 is	 usually	 translated
“fashioned”	 or	 “conformed.”	 (A	 related	 word	 is	 suschematizomai.)	 When
Christian	believers	conform	to	this	world	and	fashion	their	lives	after	the	pattern
of	unbelievers,	they’re	changing	the	outside,	but	the	change	is	not	coming	from
the	inside.	It’s	not	metamorphosis;	it	is	masquerade.
There’s	a	striking	illustration	of	this	difference	given	by	Paul	in	2	Corinthians

11:13—“For	such	are	false	apostles,	deceitful	workers,	transforming	themselves
into	 apostles	 of	 Christ.”	 These	 false	 teachers	 adopted	 the	 disguise	 of	 true
apostles	of	Christ,	but	in	reality	they	were	the	ministers	of	Satan.	Their	outward
change	 was	 a	 masquerade,	 not	 a	 metamorphosis.	 The	 outward	 image	 did	 not
agree	with	the	inward	nature.	They	were	only	pretending.
Our	 Lord’s	 transfiguration	 helps	 us	 understand	 the	 meaning	 of

metamorphoumai:	“and	[He]	was	transfigured	before	them.	His	face	shone	like
the	sun,	and	His	clothes	became	as	white	as	the	light”	(Matt.	17:2).	What	did	the
disciples	 see?	The	glory	of	God	 that	was	within	Him,	 radiating	 in	 shadowless
splendor!	The	apostle	John	wrote:	“And	we	beheld	His	glory,	the	glory	as	of	the
only	 begotten	 of	 the	 Father,	 full	 of	 grace	 and	 truth”	 (John	 1:14).	 And	 Peter
testified,	“We	.	.	.	were	eyewitnesses	of	His	majesty”	(2	Peter	1:16).



Our	 Lord’s	 transfiguration	 was	 not	 a	 masquerade.	 The	 angels	 didn’t	 shine
spotlights	on	Him.	The	glory	radiated	from	within.	He	was	 transformed	on	 the
outside	by	revealing	the	glory	that	was	on	the	inside.
It	is	this	kind	of	experience	to	which	you	and	I	are	called	by	God.	He	wants	to

transform	 us.	 He	 wants	 to	 work	 through	 us	 to	 transform	 the	 people	 and
circumstances	that	make	up	our	lives.	Every	Christian	is	either	a	“conformer”	or
a	 “transformer.”	Our	 lives	 are	 being	 changed	 either	 by	 pressure	 from	without
(conforming)	 or	 by	 power	 from	 within	 (transforming).	 The	 difference	 is—
worship.

A	LIVING	SACRIFICE
	
Now	we’re	 ready	 to	 consider	 the	 two	 texts	 I	 quoted	 in	 chapter	 1—Romans

12:1,	2	and	2	Corinthians	3:18—because	both	of	them	explain	what	this	spiritual
metamorphosis	is	and	how	we	can	experience	it	in	everyday	life.

I	beseech	you	therefore,	brethren,	by	the	mercies	of	God,	that	you	present	your	bodies	a	living
sacrifice,	holy,	acceptable	to	God,	which	is	your	reasonable	service	[spiritual	worship].	And	do	not
be	conformed	 to	 this	world,	but	be	 transformed	[metamorphoumai]	by	 the	renewing	of	your	mind,
that	you	may	prove	what	is	that	good	and	acceptable	and	perfect	will	of	God.

	
Paul	 is	 contrasting	 two	 ways	 of	 life—that	 of	 the	 believer	 who	 is	 being

transformed	 by	 God,	 and	 that	 of	 the	 believer	 who	 is	 being	 conformed	 to	 the
world.	 It	 is	 the	 contrast	 between	 metamorphosis	 and	 masquerade.	 As	 I	 said
earlier,	the	“transformer”	lives	by	power	from	within,	whereas	the	“conformer”
lives	by	pressure	from	without.	The	paraphrase	by	J.	B.	Phillips	brings	this	out
beautifully:	“Don’t	let	the	world	around	you	squeeze	you	into	its	own	mould,	but
let	God	remake	you	so	that	your	whole	attitude	of	mind	is	changed.”
The	image	here	is	that	of	the	priest	offering	a	sacrifice	on	the	altar.	The	Greek

word	translated	“present”	is	the	technical	term	for	the	offering	of	a	sacrifice.	The
difference,	of	course,	is	that	you	and	I	are	to	be	living	sacrifices	and	not	corpses.
We	 are	 to	 be	 like	 Jesus	 Christ	 who	 today	 bears	 on	 His	 body	 the	 marks	 of
Calvary.	He	is	a	living	sacrifice	interceding	in	heaven	for	us.
While	I	want	to	avoid	formulas	that	smack	of	technique,	I	can’t	help	but	see	in

this	 text	 three	 gifts	 that	God	wants	me	 to	 present	 to	Him	 in	 order	 that	 I	may
worship	Him	and	experience	His	transforming	power.
To	 begin	with,	God	wants	my	body.	The	Greek	 verb	 indicates	 that	 this	 is	 a

once-for-all	presentation	as	 I	give	my	body	 to	God	 to	be	used	 for	His	 service.
However,	this	doesn’t	prevent	me	from	reaffirming	this	dedication	daily	when	I



set	 aside	 time	 to	 worship	 the	 Lord.	 Israel	 had	 its	 “continual	 burnt	 offering,”
morning	 and	 evening	 (Exod.	 29:38–42),	 and	 this	 is	 a	 good	 pattern	 for	 us	 to
follow	today.	The	bride	and	groom	give	themselves	to	each	other	at	the	marriage
ceremony	to	become	husband	and	wife,	but	that’s	not	the	end.	They	reaffirm	that
decision	daily	as	they	live	each	for	the	other	and	both	for	the	Lord.
It	is	unfortunate	that	an	overdose	of	the	wrong	kind	of	philosophy	has	infected

Christian	 theology	 and	 given	 people	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 body	 is	 sinful,	 or	 that
Christian	worship	 is	 an	experience	 so	“spiritual”	 that	 it	denies	 the	body	or	 the
use	of	anything	material.	Human	nature	is	fallen	and	sinful,	but	the	human	body
is	neutral.	It	can	be	an	instrument	of	sin	or	of	holiness.	“And	do	not	present	your
members	as	instruments	of	unrighteousness	to	sin,”	Paul	admonished	the	Roman
believers,	 “but	 present	 yourselves	 to	God	 as	 being	 alive	 from	 the	dead	 [living
sacrifices!],	 and	your	members	as	 instruments	of	 righteousness	 to	God”	 (Rom.
6:13).
The	body	of	 the	Christian	 is	God’s	 temple	 (1	Cor.	6:19,	20)	 and	God’s	 tool

(Rom.	6:13).	By	His	Holy	Spirit,	God	actually	lives	in	the	believer’s	body,	and
He	can	use	that	body	to	accomplish	His	work	and	glorify	His	name.	Paul	prayed
that	Christ	might	be	magnified	in	his	body	(Phil.	1:20).	“Let	your	light	so	shine
before	 men,	 that	 they	 may	 see	 your	 good	 works	 and	 glorify	 your	 Father	 in
heaven”	 (Matt.	 5:16).	 Worship	 must	 not	 stop	 with	 a	 personal	 mystical
experience.	It	must	lead	to	a	practical	ministry	experience,	what	we	do	with	our
bodies	that	brings	help	to	others	and	honor	to	God.	“The	best	public	worship,”
wrote	Bishop	J.	C.	Ryle,	“is	that	which	produces	the	best	private	Christianity.”2
The	second	gift	God	requests	is	my	mind.	Since	we’re	made	 in	 the	 image	of

God,	we	have	 intelligence,	emotion,	and	will.	To	be	sure,	all	 three	suffer	 from
the	terrible	effects	of	the	fall;	but	God	can	renew	these	faculties	and	use	them	for
His	 glory.	 A	 balanced	 Christian	 life	 involves	 more	 than	 duty	 (the	 will)	 and
delight	(the	emotions);	it	also	involves	discernment	(the	mind).	Passionate	action
without	 intelligence	 is	 fanaticism.	We’re	 to	 love	God	with	 the	mind	as	well	as
with	the	the	heart	(Luke	10:27).
Christians	should	think	the	way	God	thinks,	not	the	way	the	world	thinks.	The

believer’s	mind	ought	to	be	so	saturated	with	divine	truth	that	 it	can	determine
the	 divine	 perspective	 on	 decisions	 that	 must	 be	 made.	 A	 renewed	mind	 is	 a
mind	 alert	 to	 the	 world’s	 false	 philosophies	 and	 Satan’s	 subtle	 strategy.	 A
renewed	mind	directs	the	believer	to	offer	intelligent	worship	to	the	Lord.	“All
Christian	 worship,”	 says	 Dr.	 John	 Stott,	 “public	 and	 private,	 should	 be	 an
intelligent	response	to	God’s	self-revelation	in	his	words	and	works	recorded	in
Scripture.”3



The	Word	of	God,	 taught	 by	 the	Spirit	 of	God,	 renews	 the	 believer’s	mind.
This	Word	may	come	through	preaching	and	teaching,	through	personal	witness
in	word	or	song,	or	through	study	and	meditation;	but	it	always	comes	(if	we’re
receptive)	with	 that	power	 to	 renew	us.	This	 is	why	we	must	spend	 time	daily
with	the	Bible,	reading	and	meditating,	and	why	the	Word	must	be	an	important
part	of	public	worship.
God	 asks	 for	my	body,	my	mind,	 and	my	will.	For	 the	most	 part,	my	mind

controls	my	body,	and	my	will	controls	my	mind.	 I	usually	 think	about	what	 I
want	to	think	about.	Christianity	is	basically	a	religion	centering	on	the	will	and
not	 the	 feelings.	Christian	 love	 isn’t	primarily	a	 feeling;	 it’s	an	act	of	 the	will.
Otherwise,	 Jesus	 could	 not	 command	us	 to	 love	 one	 another.	 I’m	 not	 denying
that	 there’s	 a	 wonderful	 emotional	 dimension	 to	 Christian	 love;	 I’m	 only
emphasizing	that	Christian	love	is	primarily	what	we	do,	not	how	we	 feel.	This
makes	the	will	very	important	in	Christian	living.
Three	times	our	Lord	prayed	in	Gethsemane,	“O	My	Father,	 if	 it	 is	possible,

let	 this	 cup	 pass	 from	Me;	 nevertheless,	 not	 as	 I	will,	 but	 as	You	will”	 (Matt.
26:39).
God	doesn’t	have	three	wills—one	good,	another	acceptable,	and	yet	another

perfect—because	a	perfect	God	can	only	will	 for	us	 that	which	 is	perfect.	The
will	of	God	is	not	like	the	merchandise	in	a	mail-order	catalog,	labeled	“Good,”
“Better,”	and	“Best,”	and	if	you	want	“Best,”	you	have	to	pay	more	for	it.	God
has	 one	 will	 for	 your	 life;	 anything	 else	 is	 simply	 not	 what	 He	 willed,	 even
though	He	may	 permit	 it.	We	 prove	 by	 experience	 (that’s	 the	 meaning	 of	 the
Greek	 verb)	 that	 God’s	 will	 is	 good,	 pleasing	 to	 Him,	 and	 complete	 in	 every
aspect.	We	want	nothing	more,	nothing	less,	nothing	else.
Real	worship	begins	when	we	yield	body,	mind,	 and	will	 to	 the	Lord,	 to	be

used	 by	 the	 Spirit	 to	 glorify	 God	 as	 we	 worship	 Him.	 He	 also	 wants	 us	 to
worship	Him	in	love	from	a	heart	that	is	caught	up	in	Him	and	His	beauty.	But
more	about	this	later.	We	must	now	turn	to	the	second	key	“transformation”	text,
2	Corinthians	3:18.

RADIATING	THE	GLORY	OF	GOD
	
Before	we	examine	the	text,	we	must	understand	some	of	the	background	of

this	 chapter.	Paul	 is	 contrasting	 the	ministry	of	 grace	with	 the	ministry	of	 law
under	 the	 old	 covenant.	 The	 law	 of	Moses	 was	 written	 on	 stones,	 but	 God’s
Word	in	the	new	covenant	is	written	on	the	human	heart	by	the	Spirit	of	God.	It’s
a	 ministry	 of	 internal	 change,	 not	 external	 compulsion.	 Furthermore,	 the	 old



covenant	was	a	ministry	of	death,	whereas	 the	new	covenant	ministry	of	grace
brings	 life.	 Under	 law,	 the	 people	 were	 in	 bondage;	 under	 grace,	 they	 enjoy
spiritual	liberty	through	the	Spirit.
But	Paul’s	greatest	 emphasis	 is	on	 the	contrast	between	 the	glory	of	 the	old

covenant	and	the	glory	of	the	new	covenant.	There	certainly	was	glory	under	the
law:	God	 revealed	His	 glory	 at	Mount	 Sinai,	 and	 then	His	 glory	 dwelt	 in	 the
Holy	of	Holies	in	the	tabernacle.	When	Moses	worshiped	God	on	the	mount,	he
picked	up	some	of	that	glory	so	that	his	face	shone	when	he	returned	to	the	camp
(see	Exod.	34:29–35).	Moses	was	not	radiating	glory	from	within;	he	was	only
reflecting	the	glory	that	he	had	seen	on	the	mount.
But	the	glory	on	Moses’	face	faded	away!	It	was	temporary.	Moses	had	to	put

a	veil	over	his	face	so	that	the	people	couldn’t	see	the	fading	glory	(2	Cor.	3:13).
The	 glory	 of	 the	 law	 was	 temporary	 and	 fading,	 but	 the	 glory	 of	 the	 new
covenant	 is	 both	 permanent	 and	 increasing.	 It’s	 becoming	 more	 and	 more
glorious!	Instead	of	veiling	our	faces,	we	want	the	world	to	see	what	the	grace	of
God	can	do	in	the	life	of	the	Christian.	We	have	nothing	to	hide!

But	 we	 all,	 with	 unveiled	 face,	 beholding	 as	 in	 a	 mirror	 the	 glory	 of	 the	 Lord,	 are	 being
transformed	[metamorphoumai]	into	the	same	image	from	glory	to	glory,	just	as	by	the	Spirit	of	the
Lord.

	
2	CORINTHIANS	3:18

	
The	 mirror	 is	 a	 symbol	 of	 God’s	 Word	 (James	 1:23–25)	 in	 which	 we	 see

God’s	Son.	As	we	worship	Him	and	behold	His	glory,	we’re	transformed	by	His
Spirit	to	share	in	His	own	image	and	glory.	Instead	of	hiding	a	fading	glory,	we
reveal	an	increasing	glory	that	causes	others	to	see	Christ	and	honor	Him.	“But
the	 path	 of	 the	 just	 is	 like	 the	 shining	 sun,	 that	 shines	 ever	 brighter	 unto	 the
perfect	day”	(Prov.	4:18).
We	become	like	the	god	that	we	worship	(Ps.	115:8).	As	we	worship	the	true

God,	in	spirit	and	truth,	we’re	transformed	to	become	more	like	Him.	What	we
are	and	what	we	do	are	both	determined	by	our	worship.
Paul’s	 instructions	 in	 Romans	 12:1–2	 involve	 a	 crisis	 of	 dedication,	 but	 2

Corinthians	3:18	speaks	about	a	process	of	transformation.	The	two	go	together;
for	 as	we	 yield	 body,	mind,	 and	will	 to	 the	 Lord,	 and	 as	we	meditate	 on	His
Word,	 the	 Spirit	 of	 God	 transforms	 us	 into	 “living	 sacrifices”	 with	 “renewed
minds,”	 people	 who	 radiate	 the	 glory	 of	 God.	 We	 become	 transformers,	 not
conformers.
However,	a	warning	is	needed	here:	we	must	not	put	the	emphasis	on	our	own

spiritual	condition	but	on	the	glory	of	God.	There	are	“religious	hypochondriacs”



who	 are	 so	wrapped	 up	 in	 the	 techniques	 of	 spiritual	 living	 that	 they	 become
unbalanced	and	unspiritual.	“Those	Christians	whose	chief	concern	is	their	own
spiritual	 condition,”	 wrote	 Washington	 Gladden,	 “are	 a	 very	 poor	 sort	 of
Christians.	A	self-conscious	holiness	is	a	contradiction	in	terms.”4	These	people
perform	so	many	“spiritual	autopsies”	that	they	have	no	strength	left	to	serve	the
Lord!	And	they	get	so	concerned	about	themselves	that	they	neglect	ministering
to	 their	 fellow	Christians	and	 to	a	 lost	world.	 It	 is	a	 false	holiness	 that	 reveals
none	of	the	glory	of	God.

A	CALL	TO	TRANSFORMATION
	
What	we	 have	 been	 discussing	 seems	 to	 be	 very	 exciting:	 beholding	God’s

glory	 in	 the	Word,	 seeing	 God’s	 Son	 in	 the	Word,	 being	 transformed	 by	 the
Spirit,	 radiating	God’s	 glory	 in	 our	 daily	 lives,	 and	 becoming	more	 like	 Jesus
Christ.	 Why	 would	 any	 Christian	 believer	 not	 want	 this	 kind	 of	 worship
experience?
For	one	 thing,	 this	kind	of	experience	demands	devotion	and	discipline,	and

many	believers	aren’t	interested	in	discipline.	Paul	admonished	young	Timothy
to	 exercise	 himself	 to	 godliness	 (1	 Tim.	 4:7,	 8),	 suggesting	 that	 the	 believer
needs	the	same	kind	of	discipline	that	makes	an	athlete	successful.	If	each	of	us
devoted	himself	or	herself	to	spiritual	things	with	the	same	kind	of	intensity	and
discipline	 that	 the	 Olympic	 contender	 shows,	 we’d	 be	 much	 better	 Christians
than	we	now	are.	 If	Christian	businesspersons	would	devote	as	much	 time	and
energy	 to	 Christian	 development	 as	 they	 do	 to	 their	 golf	 game,	 our	 churches
would	have	a	surplus	of	dedicated	leaders.
But	 there’s	another	 reason	why	some	believers	 steer	away	 from	 this	kind	of

worship	 experience:	 the	 consequences	 may	 be	 dangerous.	 Each	 of	 us	 must
honestly	answer	the	question,	“Am	I	willing	to	pay	the	price,	in	my	own	home
and	church,	so	that	I	might	have	a	worship	experience	that	will	please	God	and
accomplish	His	purposes	in	my	life?”	It’s	not	likely	that	many	of	us	will	become
martyrs,	but	we	may	find	ourselves	suffering	in	other	ways.	It’s	my	feeling	that
many	Christians	don’t	want	a	transforming	experience	of	worship	because	life	is
comfortable	the	way	it	is.	So,	when	transformed	believers	show	up	in	a	crowd	of
conformers,	people	are	immediately	threatened	by	their	presence—and	this	can
lead	 to	 some	 difficult	 situations	 in	 homes	 and	 churches.	 “Transformers”	don’t
create	problems;	they	reveal	them.
Transformers	are	participants,	but	most	Christians	want	to	be	spectators.	Most

Christians	 are	 content	 to	 attend	 church,	 give	 their	 money,	 and	 allow	 a



professional	 staff	 to	 “lead	 in	 worship”	 and	 provide	 religious	 entertainment
Sunday	after	Sunday.
Transformers	patiently	wait	for	the	Spirit	to	change	them	and	make	them	more

like	 the	 Savior,	 but	most	 church	members	want	 immediate	 results	 that	 can	 be
categorized	and	computed.	The	transformer	looks	for	 fruit	while	 the	conformer
calculates	results.
Transformers	 quietly	 resist	 the	 “celebrity	 attitude”	 that	 marks	 the	 church

today,	with	so	many	professed	believers	taken	up	with	“famous	Christians”	that
their	dedication	to	them	almost	becomes	cultic.	A	believer	with	a	renewed	mind
is	 happy	 to	 hear	 God’s	 Word	 from	 any	 sincere	 servant	 of	 God,	 known	 or
unknown;	but	other	Christians	insist	on	listening	to	the	“leading	expositors	of	the
day”	and	the	media	superstars.
Transformers	 trust	God	 to	 do	His	work	 as	 they	worship,	 pray,	 and	 sow	 the

seed	 of	 the	 Word,	 but	 conformers	 run	 from	 seminar	 to	 seminar,	 seeking	 to
discover	new	 techniques	 for	getting	God’s	work	done	 in	 this	world	with	more
speed	 and	 less	 personal	 cost.	 They	 often	 follow	 the	 latest	 fads	without	 asking
where	these	fads	originated	or	on	what	biblical	principles	they	are	founded.
Transformers	 have	 a	 different	 set	 of	 values	 from	 that	 of	 their	 conforming

friends.	They’re	 not	 impressed	by	budgets	 and	buildings,	 but	 they	do	 look	 for
fruit	that	glorifies	God.	To	them,	it	is	more	important	to	care	for	the	needy	than
to	build	another	building	or	start	a	new	organization	that	really	isn’t	necessary.
Transformers	 might	 rather	 see	 a	 growing	 fellowship	 divide	 and	 start	 a	 new
church	where	one	is	needed	than	unite	to	build	a	larger	sanctuary.
Transformers	 aren’t	 concerned	 about	 getting	 the	 approval	 of	 the	 world	 or

being	popular	with	the	world’s	leaders.	They’re	content	to	live	to	please	the	Lord
and	serve	others.	If	they	are	noticed,	they	get	embarrassed;	if	they	are	unnoticed,
they	rejoice.	So-called	Christian	celebrities	don’t	excite	them,	particularly	those
of	 the	“Hollywood”	variety	who	sing	 in	nightclubs	on	Saturday	night	and	 in	a
church	service	on	Sunday	morning.
Now	you	understand	why	I	warned	you:	 if	you	decide	you	want	 to	pursue	a

meaningful	 worship	 experience,	 don’t	 expect	 much	 encouragement	 from	 the
average	church	member.	True	worship	examines	and	exposes	the	depths	of	our
being;	God	helps	us	see	our	true	motives	and	values.	In	worship,	God	calls	us	to
wholeness;	but	first	He	must	reveal	our	brokenness	and	our	blemishes.	He	calls
us	 to	 spiritual	 health,	 but	 first	 He	must	 expose	 our	 “wounds	 and	 bruises	 and
putrefying	sores”	(Isa.	1:6),	and	we	can’t	go	elsewhere	for	a	second	opinion.
In	short,	it’s	a	dangerous	thing	to	return	to	spiritual	worship.	It	means	the	end

of	the	personality	cults	that	have	invaded	the	church.	It	also	means	the	end	of	the
“Christian	consumerism”	that	has	so	twisted	our	sense	of	spiritual	values.	I	have



no	 doubt	 that	 the	 church	 that	 returns	 to	 real	 worship	 will	 lose	 many	 people
—“important”	people—and	probably	have	to	make	drastic	cuts	in	the	budget.
But	then—something	wonderful	would	happen!
A	 beautiful	 new	 sense	 of	 spiritual	 reality	 would	 emerge,	 with	 people

glorifying	 God	 instead	 of	 praising	 one	 another.	 There	 would	 be	 a	 new	 unity
among	God’s	people,	no	matter	what	denominational	labels	they	might	wear,	and
the	 divisive	 spirit	 of	 competition	 would	 gradually	 vanish.	 Nobody	 would	 be
going	around	asking,	“Who	is	the	greatest	in	the	kingdom	of	heaven?”	They’d	be
interested	only	in	serving	one	another	and	reaching	their	world	for	Christ.
Some	 religious	 organizations	 would	 go	 out	 of	 business	 and	 new	 ministries

would	 appear.	Congregations	would	 start	 to	make	better	 use	 of	 their	 facilities,
and	 the	 money	 that	 would	 have	 been	 spent	 on	 brick	 and	 mortar	 would	 be
invested	 in	 serving	 people	 in	 the	 name	 of	 Jesus.	 Small,	 struggling	 churches
would	 merge	 and	 assist	 each	 other,	 and	 the	 watching	 world	 would	 see	 new
demonstrations	of	love	and	harmony.
If	we	all	 returned	 to	 real	worship,	 there	would	be	new	power	 in	prayer	 and

worship	and	a	new	attention	to	the	Word.	Families	would	pray	together	and	do
so	 joyfully.	 Marriages	 would	 be	 mended.	 Satan	 would	 be	 defeated	 in	 his
attempts	to	destroy	God’s	work	and	God’s	church.
This	 is	 not	 to	 suggest	 that	 all	 our	 problems	 would	 be	 solved	 and	 that	 the

kingdom	would	be	established	on	earth.	Instead,	we	would	face	a	whole	new	set
of	problems;	but	they	would	be	caused	by	the	expansion	of	spiritual	ministry	and
not	 the	 expression	 of	 carnal	 Christians.	Many	 of	 the	 divisive	 problems	 in	 the
church	today	aren’t	caused	by	spiritual	growth	and	development.	They’re	caused
by	carnal,	worldly	people—including	church	leaders—who	stand	in	the	way	of
true	spiritual	growth.	Ministers	and	church	officers	have	to	spend	so	much	time
running	around	putting	out	brush	fires	that	they	have	no	time	left	for	the	work	of
the	ministry	itself.
And	we’ve	accepted	this	sick	situation	as	normal!
Why?	Because	we’ve	been	away	from	the	bright	light	of	true	worship	for	so

long	that	we	can	no	longer	see	clearly	and	honestly	evaluate	our	own	situation.
Our	measurements	 for	ministry	 and	 for	 spiritual	 success	 are	 so	 unbiblical	 that
we’re	 leading	one	another	 astray	without	 realizing	 it.	We’re	 like	 the	pilot	who
announced	 from	 the	 cockpit,	 “Folks,	 we’re	 lost,	 but	 we’re	 making	 very	 good
time!”
The	goal	of	worship	is	Christlikeness	in	our	character	and	conduct.	The	more

we	 become	 like	 Christ,	 the	 more	 we’ll	 be	 treated	 by	 others	 the	 way	 He	 was
treated:
They	 crucified	 Him	 because	 He	 said	 He	 would	 put	 an	 end	 to	 the	 building



program	and	tear	down	the	temple.
They	crucified	Him	because	He	opposed	the	religious	merchandising	that	was

going	on	in	the	temple.
Then	 they	 stoned	 Stephen—another	 man	 with	 a	 shining	 face—	 because	 he

dared	to	say	that	God	didn’t	live	in	the	temple	but	would	one	day	destroy	it.
God’s	 call	 to	 real	 worship,	 to	 an	 experience	 of	 transformation,	 is	 a	 call	 to

dangerous	and	costly	Christian	living.
It’s	also	a	call	to	wonder,	to	witness,	and	to	warfare.
Will	you	heed	the	call?

	
Gracious	Father,
We	didn’t	realize	when	we	started	this	journey	that	there	would	be	a	price	to
pay.

We	confess	that	we’re	comfortable	as	conformers.
We	are	not	sure	we	really	want	to	be	transformers!
Father,	do	a	beautiful	work	in	our	lives	so	that	others	will	want	this	same
work	in	their	lives.

Give	 us	 patience.	 Give	 us	 humility.	 Keep	 us	 from	 judging	 others	 in	 our
fellowship.

Remind	us	that	You	look	with	favor	on	those	who	are	poor,	and	of	a	contrite
spirit,	who	tremble	at	Your	Word.

Father,	 we’re	 about	 to	 consider	 the	 wonder	 of	 worship.	 Our	 minds	 and
hearts	 are	 so	 jaded	 by	 a	multitude	 of	 shallow,	 counterfeit	 experiences,
that	we	have	lost	that	thrilling	sense	of	wonder.

Restore	to	us,	O	God,	the	wonder	of	it	all!
In	the	Name	of	Him	whose	Name	is	Wonderful,

Amen.



Part	2
	

WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WONDER

	
Let	others	wrangle,	I	will	wonder.

	
—ST.	AUGUSTINE

When	wonder	is	dead,	the	soul	becomes	a	dry	bone.
	

—BISHOP	WILLIAM	QUAYLE,
THE	PASTOR-PREACHER,

ED.	WARREN	W.	WIERSBE
(GRAND	RAPIDS:	BAKER,

1979),	P.	73



Four
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WONDER
	
In	which	we	get	involved	in	the	wonder	of	wonder

	

TRUE	WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WONDER,	witness,	and	warfare,	but	we	have	to	start
with	 wonder.	 “Wonder	 is	 the	 basis	 of	 worship,”	 wrote	 Thomas	 Carlyle;1

Emerson	 said	 that	 wonder	 was	 “the	 seed	 of	 science.”2	 “Philosophy	 begins	 in
wonder,”	said	Alfred	North	Whitehead.3	So	it	appears	that	wonder	is	a	priceless
ingredient	in	the	life	of	any	thinking	person,	and	certainly	it	is	important	to	the
thinking,	worshiping	Christian.
The	trouble	is	that	wonder	is	a	rare	ingredient.	You	don’t	often	find	it	in	most

modern	worship	services.	After	all,	what	is	there	to	wonder	about?	Why	should
there	be	any	mystery	in	the	worship	experience	of	the	average	congregation?	We
know	 all	 about	God,	 because	we	 read	 our	 study	Bibles	 and	 take	 notes	 on	 the
sermons	we	hear.	We	read	books;	we	listen	to	sermons,	in	person	and	by	means
of	 cassettes;	 we	 attend	 seminars	 where	 experts	 explain	 what	 God	 and	 the
Christian	 life	 are	 all	 about.	We	 have	 outlined	 the	Bible,	 analyzed	 and	 defined
God’s	attributes,	and	charted	the	ages.	What	is	there	to	elicit	our	wonder?
Furthermore,	we	 live	 in	 the	 space	 age	 and	 have	watched	 rockets	 and	 space

shuttles	take	off	and	return.	We’ve	witnessed	man	walking	on	the	moon.	Thanks
to	TV	documentaries,	we’ve	seen	everything	 from	the	conception	of	a	baby	 to
the	 eruption	of	 a	 volcano.	We’ve	watched	 flowers	 grow,	 fish	 spawn,	 and	 stars
become	supernovas.	There	is	no	more	mystery,	no	more	wonder	in	our	world.
“The	 world	 will	 never	 starve	 for	 want	 of	 wonders,”	 wrote	 Gilbert	 Keith

Chesterton,	“but	only	for	want	of	wonder.”
The	 church	 today	 is	 imperiled	 by	 what	 it	 thinks	 it	 understands.	 Most

preaching	focuses	on	explaining	something	and	neglects	to	admit	the	things	that
can’t	 be	 explained.	 “We	 are	 dwellers	 in	 the	 regions	 of	 explanation,”	 wrote
Bishop	William	Quayle	back	in	1910.	He	should	see	the	situation	today!	We’re
no	longer	struck	by	the	wonder	and	mystery	of	God	and	His	revelation	of	grace.
We’ve	contrived	descriptions	and	definitions	for	everything	theological,	as	well



as	approved	the	pigeonholes	assigned	for	each	item.	Everything	is	organized	but
nothing	is	wonderful	anymore.
This	isn’t	to	suggest	that	we	put	our	minds	in	neutral	when	we	participate	in

Christian	worship.	But	it	does	mean	that	we	must	admit	our	ignorance	and	learn
to	accept	 the	many	 things	we	can’t	understand	and	 to	appreciate	 the	 things	we
can’t	 explain.	A	 leading	modern	 theologian,	T.	 F.	 Torrance,	 states	 it	 perfectly:
“Worship	 is	 the	 exercise	 of	 the	 mind	 in	 the	 contemplation	 of	 God	 in	 which
wonder	and	awe	play	an	important	part	in	stretching	and	enlarging	our	vision,	or
in	opening	up	our	conceptual	forms	to	take	in	that	which	by	its	nature	far	outruns
them.”4
Perhaps	 this	 is	 one	 lesson	 Jesus	 had	 in	mind	when	He	 told	His	 disciples	 to

become	like	little	children.	A	child’s	life	is	filled	with	wonder,	and	this	sense	of
wonder	enables	him	or	her	 to	 see	 things	 in	 life	 that	 escape	 the	 rest	of	us.	Our
young	 grandchildren	 can	 stare	 at	 a	 flower	 or	 an	 insect	 with	 an	 imaginative
interest	that	I	hope	will	never	be	lost.	Alas,	tests	show	that	a	child’s	creativity—
which	 includes	 imagination	 and	 wonder—diminishes	 by	 90	 percent	 between
ages	five	and	seven!	When	adults	get	 to	be	forty,	 they	have	about	2	percent	of
the	creativity	 they	had	when	 they	were	 five	years	old.	No	wonder	 the	children
sang	to	Jesus	in	the	temple	while	the	theologically	trained	adults	tried	to	silence
them.	 “There	 are	 children	 playing	 in	 the	 street,”	 said	 J.	 Robert	 Oppenheimer,
“who	could	solve	some	of	my	top	problems	in	physics,	because	they	have	modes
of	sensory	perception	that	I	lost	long	ago.”5

WHAT	IS	WONDER?
	
Many	 words	 cluster	 around	 the	 idea	 of	 wonder:	 amazement,	 surprise,

astonishment,	 bewilderment,	 admiration,	 awe,	 and	 fascination,	 to	 name	 but	 a
few.	The	word	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	(“His	name	shall	be	called	Wonderful,”	Isa.
9:6)	 means	 “to	 distinguish,	 to	 separate.”	 It	 carries	 the	 idea	 of	 that	 which	 is
unique,	 distinguished	 by	 difference.	 In	 our	 English	 versions,	 the	 word	 is
translated	 “hidden,	 marvelous,	 too	 high,	 too	 hard	 (difficult),”	 etc.	 The	 Greek
words	 in	 the	New	Testament	 are	 similar:	 “amazement,	marvelous,	 admiration,
wonderful	work,	something	strange.”
In	spite	of	all	these	synonyms,	we	must	recognize	the	fact	that	true	wonder	is

not	 a	 passing	 emotion	 or	 some	 kind	 of	 shallow	 excitement.	 It	 has	 depth	 to	 it.
True	wonder	 reaches	 right	 into	your	heart	 and	mind	and	 shakes	you	up.	 It	not
only	 has	 depth,	 it	 has	 value;	 it	 enriches	 your	 life.	 Wonder	 is	 not	 cheap
amusement	that	brings	a	smile	to	your	face.	It	is	an	encounter	with	reality,	with



God,	which	brings	awe	to	your	heart.	You’re	overwhelmed	with	an	emotion	that
is	 a	 mixture	 of	 gratitude,	 adoration,	 reverence,	 fear—and	 love.	 You’re	 not
looking	for	explanations;	you’re	lost	in	the	wonder	of	God.
Some	people	have	 the	 idea	 that	wonder	 is	born	of	 ignorance.	The	unlearned

savage	 is	 frightened,	 then	 fascinated,	 by	 the	 short-wave	 radio	or	 the	 jet	 plane,
while	 the	 educated	 tourist	 takes	 both	 for	 granted.	 But	 wonder	 isn’t	 born	 of
ignorance:	 it	 is	 born	 of	 knowledge.	The	more	 that	 truly	 reverent	 people	 know
about	a	flower	or	an	insect	or	God,	the	more	overwhelmed	they	are.	Scientific	or
theological	 facts	 may	 give	 some	 people	 a	 big	 head,	 but	 truths	 give	 to	 the
reverent	saint	a	burning	heart,	a	thrilling	encounter	with	God.
This	 is	 the	paradox	of	Christian	worship:	we	seek	to	see	 the	invisible,	know

the	unknowable,	comprehend	the	incomprehensible,	and	experience	the	eternal.
Like	David,	we	thirst	after	God	and	we’re	satisfied	and	dissatisfied	at	the	same
time.	Like	Moses,	we	cry	out	for	His	glory,	all	the	while	knowing	that	our	mortal
eyes	could	never	behold	God’s	glory	in	its	fullness.	Like	Peter,	we	wrestle	with	a
tension	within:	we	want	to	follow	Him,	and	yet	we	cry	out,	“Depart	from	me,	for
I	am	a	sinner!”
“The	fairest	thing	we	can	experience	is	the	mysterious,”	wrote	Albert	Einstein

in	The	World	as	I	See	It.	“He	who	knows	it	not,	can	no	longer	wonder,	no	longer
feel	amazement,	is	as	good	as	dead,	a	snuffed-out	candle.”
Emerson	 was	 right:	 wonder	 is	 “the	 seed	 of	 science.”	 It’s	 also	 the	 seed	 of

spiritual	knowledge	and	understanding.	“To	be	surprised,	to	wonder,	is	to	begin
to	understand,”	wrote	Jose	Ortega	y	Gasset.	Moses	staring	at	 the	burning	bush
and	Peter	struggling	with	the	breaking	nets	illustrate	this	truth	clearly.	Both	men
were	changed	because	they	were	amazed	by	something	God	did	in	their	lives.
Where	has	 this	God-given	sense	of	wonder	gone?	It	began	to	 leave	us	when

we	 started	 to	 learn	 about	 our	 scientific	 world,	 in	 which	 there’s	 a	 recipe	 for
everything.	God	was	 replaced	by	a	 formula.	Success	 is	guaranteed	 if	you	only
follow	the	correct	steps.	There’s	an	explanation	for	everything.
This	is,	of	course,	a	false	“scientific	approach”	because	true	science	thrives	on

wonder.	 However,	 this	 approach	 has	 invaded	 the	 church	 and	 we’re	 now	 the
victims	of	definitions,	analyses,	outlines,	charts,	and	formulas,	all	of	which	can
be	projected	on	a	screen	and	taken	home	in	a	notebook.	The	church	once	lived
on	 the	 dangerous	 but	 exciting	 edge	of	miracle;	 today	 the	 church	has	 both	 feet
planted	firmly	on	the	ground	and	doesn’t	dare	 to	venture	out	where	the	bushes
are	burning.

A	RETURN	TO	WONDER



	
Certainly	 I’m	 not	 suggesting	 that	 the	 church	 jettison	 twenty	 centuries	 of

theological	 achievement.	 If	 anything,	 we	 need	 to	 dig	 again	 the	 old	 wells	 and
drink	 from	 them.	 But	 we	 must	 not	 filter	 the	 living	 water	 through	 our	 bland
systems	 and	 rob	 it	 of	 its	 power.	We	 need	 a	 return	 to	wonder.	We	 need	 a	 new
emphasis	on	the	mystery	of	things.	For	all	of	his	great	theological	brilliance,	the
apostle	Paul	never	lost	his	sense	of	the	wonder	and	mystery	of	the	faith.	“Oh,	the
depth	of	the	riches	both	of	the	wisdom	and	knowledge	of	God!”	he	exclaimed.
“How	unsearchable	 are	His	 judgments	 and	His	ways	 past	 finding	out!”	 (Rom.
11:33).	 And	 Paul	 wrote	 that	 doxology	 after	 he	 had	 penned	 three	 profound
chapters	 about	 the	 sovereignty	 of	 God!	When	 our	 theologians	 learn	 to	 move
from	theology	to	doxology	as	Paul	did,	 the	church	will	have	taken	a	giant	step
toward	recovering	mystery	and	wonder	in	worship.
In	fact,	the	place	to	begin	is	with	the	wonder	of	wonder	itself.	What	a	thrilling

thing	it	is	that	you	and	I,	made	in	the	image	of	God,	can	participate	in	wonder!
As	 long	as	we	maintain	 that	childlike	spirit,	 that	attitude	of	humility	 that	 says,
“Why	have	you	chosen	me,	Lord?”	 then	we	can	grow	 in	our	 sense	of	wonder.
The	world	both	without	 and	within	becomes	aglow	with	 the	excitement	of	 the
wonder	of	it	all.	“What	is	man	that	You	are	mindful	of	him,	and	the	son	of	man
that	You	visit	him?”	(Ps.	8:4).
One	of	the	sayings	attributed	to	Jesus,	not	written	in	Scripture	but	found	in	the

Gospel	According	to	the	Hebrews,	is:	“He	that	has	marveled	shall	reign,	and	he
that	has	reigned	shall	rest.”6	The	statement	may	not	be	from	the	lips	of	Jesus,	but
the	 sentiment	 is	 certainly	 Christian.	 Believers	 who	 live	 without	 wonder	 are
slaves,	not	kings,	 and	 the	world	 is	 a	 frightening	place	 for	 them	 to	 live	 in.	But
believers	who	see	wonder	in	themselves,	in	others,	in	creation,	in	the	church,	and
especially	 in	 God,	 actually	 live	 like	 kings	 and	 transform	 whatever	 they
experience	 because	 they	 themselves	 are	 being	 transformed.	Even	 that	 spiritual
transformation	is	a	part	of	the	wonder	of	it	all!
Whether	in	our	private	devotions,	our	daily	work,	or	the	corporate	worship	of

the	church,	we	must	cultivate	this	attitude	of	wonder.	We	can	never	tell	when	we
may	encounter	our	own	burning	bush	or	breaking	net.
And	 that	 encounter	 could	mark	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 transformation	 of	 your

life	and	your	church.
	

Loving	Father,
Make	my	heart	like	that	of	a	child.
Give	me	again	the	excitement	and	joy	of	wonder.
How	wonderful	it	is	that	I	am	even	able	to	wonder!



Remove	the	scales	from	my	eyes,
the	callousness	from	my	heart,
the	stubbornness	from	my	will,
and	enable	me	to	enjoy	the	wonder	of	it	all.
Deliver	me	from	routine	worship,
from	“business	as	usual,”
from	form	without	force	and	liturgy	without	life.
May	Your	Holy	Spirit	energize	that	“new	creation”
that	is	now	within	me,
and	may	life	be	ever	new,	ever	wonderful,
to	the	glory	of	Your	Name.

Amen.



Five
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WONDER
	
In	which	we	cautiously	attempt	 to	discuss	 the	wonder

of	God
	

DURING	A	MONDAY	NIGHT	PRAYER	MEETING	at	Spurgeon’s	Pastors’	College,
one	of	 the	students	stood	up	and	prayed,	“O	Thou	 that	art	encinctured	with	an
auriferous	zodiac!”1
Contrast	that	artificial	expression	(based	on	Rev.	1:13)	with	this	burst	of	praise

from	St.	Augustine:

Most	 high,	 most	 excellent,	 most	 potent,	 most	 omnipotent;	 most	 piteous	 and	most	 just;	 most
hidden	and	most	near;	most	beauteous	and	most	strong,	stable,	yet	contained	of	none;	unchangeable,
yet	changing	all	things;	never	new,	never	old;	making	all	things	new,	yet	bringing	old	age	upon	the
proud	 and	 they	 know	 it	 not;	 always	 working,	 yet	 ever	 at	 rest;	 gathering,	 yet	 needing	 nothing;
sustaining,	 pervading,	 and	 protecting;	 creating,	 nourishing,	 and	 developing;	 seeking,	 and	 yet
possessing	all	things.2

	
(If	you	skipped	that	last	paragraph,	or	just	skimmed	over	it,	please	go	back

and	read	it	meditatively.	You’ll	be	glad	you	did.)
The	 difference,	 of	 course,	 is	 that	 the	 young	 student	 wanted	 to	 impress	his

friends	 while	 Augustine	 wanted	 to	 express	 his	 sincere	 praise	 to	 God.	 The
difference	between	impressing	and	expressing	is	fundamental	to	our	worship	of
God.	 “But	 all	 their	 works	 they	 do	 to	 be	 seen	 by	 men,”	 said	 Jesus	 in	 His
indictment	of	the	Pharisees	(Matt.	23:5),	an	indictment	that	we	do	well	to	heed
today.
God	 is	wonderful	 in	what	He	 is,	what	He	 says,	 and	what	He	does;	 and	 this

wonder	 is	 beyond	 us.	 “Behold,	God	 is	 great,	 and	we	 do	 not	 know	 him,”	 said
Elihu	(Job	36:26).	“Can	you	search	out	the	deep	things	of	God?”	asked	Zophar
of	Job.	“Can	you	find	out	the	limits	of	the	Almighty?”	(Job	11:7).	And	we	recall
again	Paul’s	cry:	“Oh,	the	depth	of	the	riches	both	of	the	wisdom	and	knowledge
of	God!	How	unsearchable	are	His	 judgments	and	His	ways	past	 finding	out!”



(Rom.	11:33).
Our	problem,	of	course,	is	that	we	are	finite	humans	seeking	to	understand	an

infinite	God	 and	 then	 to	 express	 to	Him	our	 praise	 in	words	 that	 are	 severely
limited	because	 of	 our	 finiteness.	Whether	we	 like	 it	 or	 not,	we	must	 struggle
with	 human	 feelings	 and	 words	 as	 we	 feebly	 attempt	 to	 express	 what	 is
inexpressible.	As	Evelyn	Underhill	states	it,	we	must	“adapt	the	machinery	and
language	 of	 human	 emotion”;3	 otherwise,	 we	 are	 left	 speechless.	While	 there
certainly	 is	 a	 place	 in	 Christian	 worship	 for	 the	 silence	 of	 meditation	 and
contemplation,	 worship	 that	 is	 too	 deep	 for	 words,	 the	 saints	 of	 God	 both	 in
Scripture	and	in	history	usually	gave	expression	to	their	praise,	in	human	words
and	human	terms.
The	incarnation	gives	us	the	freedom	to	do	this:	God	Himself	came	in	human

form	and	expressed	divine	thoughts	in	human	language.	The	wonder	of	God	is
revealed	 to	 us	 in	words	 that	 are	wrapped	 around	 images,	metaphors,	 symbols,
types,	 pictures.	We	 can	 never	 enter	 into	 the	wonder	 of	God	 simply	 by	 human
intelligence	and	understanding	alone;	we	must	also	exercise	our	imagination.	We
must	attempt,	with	the	aid	of	the	Spirit	of	God,	to	grasp	some	of	the	wonder	of
God	as	it	is	presented	to	us	in	Scripture.
The	danger	here	is	that	the	imagination	may	run	away	with	us,	and	we	might

start	turning	spiritual	vision	into	human	fantasy.	In	one	of	her	letters	to	Thomas
Higginson,	 the	 poetess	 Emily	Dickinson	 thus	 described	 her	 family:	 “They	 are
religious,	except	me,	and	address	an	eclipse	every	morning,	whom	they	call	their
‘Father.’”4	 I	 wonder	 how	 many	 worshipers	 today	 have	 such	 a	 nebulous,
imaginative	view	of	God.
“They	[humans]	have	never	known	that	ghastly	luminosity,	that	stabbing	and

searing	glare	which	makes	the	background	of	permanent	pain	to	our	lives,”	the
demon	Screwtape	wrote	to	his	nephew	in	C.	S.	Lewis’s	The	Screwtape	Letters.
“If	you	look	into	your	patient’s	mind	when	he	is	praying,	you	will	not	find	that.
If	 you	 examine	 the	 object	 to	 which	 he	 is	 attending,	 you	 will	 find	 that	 it	 is	 a
composite	object	containing	many	quite	ridiculous	ingredients.	.	.	.	But	whatever
the	nature	of	the	composite	object,	you	must	keep	him	praying	to	it—to	the	thing
that	he	has	made,	not	to	the	Person	who	has	made	him.”5
Unless	imagination	is	made	captive	to	the	truth	of	God’s	Word,	it	will	lead	us

astray.	 How	 easy	 it	 is	 for	 the	 imaginative	 to	 become	 the	 imaginary.	 Joseph
Joubert	was	right:	“He	who	has	imagination	without	learning	has	wings	and	no
feet.”6	Unworthy	mental	images	of	God	are	just	as	idolatrous	as	images	made	of
wood	or	stone.	“Spiritual	exercises”	that	encourage	the	worshiper	to	imagine	the
Savior	 in	 some	 biblical	 scene,	 and	 from	 this	 picture	 produce	 “devotional



feelings,”	are	dangerous	and	unbiblical.	The	feelings	may	be	as	imaginary	as	the
picture.	 For	 that	 matter,	 we	 might	 end	 up	 worshiping	 our	 feelings	 instead	 of
worshiping	God.

THE	WONDER	OF	THE	CREATOR
	
The	wonder	of	God	 is	 revealed	 in	one	way	or	another	 throughout	 the	entire

Bible,	but	I	want	to	focus	on	four	of	the	worship	hymns	recorded	in	the	Book	of
Revelation.	 What	 the	 hosts	 of	 heaven	 are	 saying	 and	 doing	 in	 their	 worship
ought	to	be	worthy	of	our	study	and	imitation.
The	first	hymn	is	found	in	Revelation	4,	where	the	emphasis	is	on	the	wonder

of	God	as	Creator.

After	 these	 things	 I	 looked,	 and	 behold,	 a	 door	 standing	 open	 in	 heaven.	And	 the	 first	 voice
which	 I	heard	was	 like	 a	 trumpet	 speaking	with	me,	 saying,	 “Come	up	here,	 and	 I	will	 show	you
things	which	must	take	place	after	this.”	Immediately	I	was	in	the	Spirit;	and	behold,	a	throne	set	in
heaven,	and	One	sat	on	 the	 throne.	And	He	who	sat	 there	was	 like	a	 jasper	and	a	 sardius	stone	 in
appearance;	and	there	was	a	rainbow	around	the	throne,	in	appearance	like	an	emerald.	Around	the
throne	were	twenty-four	thrones,	and	on	the	thrones	I	saw	twenty-four	elders	sitting,	clothed	in	white
robes;	 and	 they	 had	 crowns	 of	 gold	 on	 their	 heads.	 And	 from	 the	 throne	 proceeded	 lightnings,
thunderings,	and	voices.	And	there	were	seven	lamps	of	fire	burning	before	the	throne,	which	are	the
seven	Spirits	of	God.	Before	the	throne	there	was	a	sea	of	glass,	like	crystal.	And	in	the	midst	of	the
throne,	and	around	the	throne,	were	four	living	creatures	full	of	eyes	in	front	and	in	back.	The	first
living	creature	was	like	a	lion,	the	second	living	creature	like	a	calf,	 the	third	living	creature	had	a
face	like	a	man,	and	the	fourth	living	creature	was	like	a	flying	eagle.	And	the	four	living	creatures,
each	 having	 six	 wings,	 were	 full	 of	 eyes	 around	 and	 within.	 And	 they	 do	 not	 rest	 day	 or	 night,
saying:

	
“Holy,	holy,	holy,
Lord	God	Almighty,
Who	was	and	is	and	is	to	come!”

Whenever	the	living	creatures	give	glory	and	honor	and	thanks	to	Him	who	sits	on	the	throne,
who	lives	forever	and	ever,	the	twenty-four	elders	fall	down	before	Him	who	sits	on	the	throne	and
worship	Him	who	lives	forever	and	ever,	and	cast	their	crowns	before	the	throne,	saying:

	
“You	are	worthy,	O	Lord,
To	receive	glory	and	honor	and	power;
For	You	created	all	things,
And	by	Your	will	they	exist	and	were	created.”

If,	 as	 you	 read	 this	 passage,	 you	 had	 a	 feeling	 that	 it	 was	 very	 familiar,
perhaps	 it’s	 because	 Revelation	 4	 is	 the	 basis	 for	 Reginald	 Heber’s	 popular
hymn,	 “Holy,	Holy,	Holy.”	You	noted,	 of	 course,	 that	 the	 theme	of	worship	 is
God	the	Creator.



“If	the	stars	should	appear	one	night	in	a	thousand	years,”	wrote	Ralph	Waldo
Emerson,	 “how	 would	 men	 believe	 and	 adore,	 and	 preserve	 for	 many
generations	the	remembrance	of	the	city	of	God	which	had	been	shown.”7	David
expressed	 the	same	sentiment	centuries	ago:	“The	heavens	declare	 the	glory	of
God;	and	the	firmament	shows	His	handiwork”	(Ps.	19:1).
What	we	see	in	creation	depends	on	what	we	have	in	our	hearts.	The	adoring

believer	 joyfully	 accepts	 the	 creation	 as	 a	window	 through	which	 the	 Creator
may	be	seen.	The	covetous	unbeliever	looks	at	creation	and	sees,	not	a	window,
but	 a	mirror.	 (The	 covetous	believer	could	make	 the	 same	mistake.)	When	we
look	 at	 creation	 and	 see	 only	 ourselves,	 then	we	 start	 to	 think	 that	we	are	 the
Creator;	the	result	is	idolatry.

For	since	the	creation	of	the	world	His	invisible	attributes	are	clearly	seen,	being	understood	by
the	 things	 that	 are	 made,	 even	 His	 eternal	 power	 and	 Godhead;	 so	 that	 they	 are	 without	 excuse,
because,	although	they	knew	God,	they	did	not	glorify	Him	as	God,	nor	were	thankful,	but	became
futile	in	their	thoughts,	and	their	foolish	hearts	were	darkened	.	.	.	who	exchanged	the	truth	of	God
for	 the	 lie,	 and	worshiped	 and	 served	 the	 creature	 rather	 than	 the	Creator,	who	 is	 blessed	 forever.
Amen.

	
ROMANS	1:20,	21,	25

When	we	 want	 to	 enjoy	 creation	without	 honoring	 the	 Creator,	we	 end	 up
exploiting	creation	just	to	satisfy	our	selfish	appetites.	We	become	covetous	and
idolatrous,	 and	 this	 is	 the	 root	 cause	 of	 many	 of	 the	 ecological	 problems	 the
world	faces	today.	When	we	start	to	“play	God,”	we	end	up	destroying	what	God
has	given	us	“richly	.	.	.	to	enjoy”	(1	Tim.	6:17).
As	 you	 listen	 to	 the	 “creation	 hymn”	 recorded	 in	 Revelation	 4,	 and	 as	 you

witness	the	scene	described,	you	discover	a	great	deal	about	God.	He	is	certainly
the	sovereign	God,	for	He	is	enthroned	(the	word	throne	is	used	fourteen	times	in
this	chapter)	and	His	name	is	“Lord	God	Almighty.”	In	the	Greek	text,	this	name
is	 used	 six	 times	 in	Revelation,	 and	 “Almighty”	 is	 used	 nine	 times.	 The	 only
other	book	 in	 the	Bible	 that	uses	 this	name	as	 extensively	 is	 the	Book	of	 Job,
where	God	is	certainly	seen	in	His	sovereignty	and	power.
The	heavenly	 hosts	worship	 a	 sovereign	God	who	 is	holy.	The	word	means

“separate,	set	apart,	unique.”	There	is	none	like	Him.	He	is	pure:	“God	is	light”
(1	 John	1:5).	This	means	 that	 creation	 is	not	 sinful,	 for	 a	holy	God	would	not
create	sinful	matter.	Creation	is	God’s	holy	gift	to	us	and,	as	stewards,	we	must
use	this	gift	for	the	good	of	humankind	and	the	glory	of	God.
This	holy	sovereign	God	is	eternal:	“who	was	and	is	and	is	 to	come”	(v.	8).

Matter	 is	 not	 eternal,	 but	God	 is;	 therefore,	we	don’t	worship	 creation	but	 the
Creator.	To	put	material	things	ahead	of	God	is	unbelief	and	idolatry.



The	 living	 creatures	 that	 John	 describes	 are	 similar	 to	 the	 creatures	 that
Ezekiel	saw	and	called	cherubim	(Ezek.	1;	10).	The	four	“faces”	of	the	creatures
remind	 us	 of	 God’s	 covenant	 with	 Noah	 after	 the	 flood	 (Gen.	 9:8–17).	 God
promised	to	protect	all	creation	from	another	flood,	and	He	gave	the	rainbow	as
the	sign	of	the	covenant	(note	the	rainbow	around	God’s	throne,	Rev.	4:3).	The
covenant	was	made	with	humankind,	the	birds,	 the	cattle,	and	the	beasts	of	the
field—the	very	“faces”	displayed	by	the	heavenly	creatures.	It	seems	that	these
“living	 creatures”	 symbolize	 God’s	 covenant	 with	 creation	 and	 God’s	 care	 of
creation.	He	is	 the	 faithful	God	who	keeps	His	covenant	and	watches	over	His
creation.
If	the	twenty-four	elders	symbolize	God’s	covenant	people—	twelve	tribes	of

Israel	 plus	 the	 twelve	 apostles—then	 we	 have	 the	 glorified	 saints	 in	 heaven
falling	down	at	God’s	 throne	 and	worshiping	 the	Creator.	 In	Revelation	5	you
will	 find	 this	 same	 group	worshiping	 the	Redeemer,	 but	 the	 book	 begins	with
their	 worship	 of	 the	 Creator.	 Why?	 Because	 until	 we	 admit	 that	 we’re	 only
creatures	 who	 are	 answerable	 to	 a	 Creator,	 we	 will	 never	 confess	 that	 we’re
sinners	 who	 desperately	 need	 a	 Redeemer.	 This	 explains	 why	 Paul,	 when
addressing	Gentile	 audiences,	 began	with	God	 the	Creator	 (Acts	 14:5–17,	 22–
31).	 To	 the	 Jews,	 Paul’s	 emphasis	 was	 on	 God’s	 covenant	 with	 Israel;	 to	 the
Gentiles,	his	emphasis	was	on	God’s	covenant	with	creation.	We	need	this	same
emphasis	today	in	both	our	witness	and	our	worship.
In	my	early	years	as	a	Christian,	I	was	often	upset	when	I	attended	a	church

service	where	“creation	hymns”	were	sung.	“The	important	thing	is	the	cross!”	I
would	argue.	“Let	 the	 liberals	sing	about	 the	birds	and	flowers!”	How	wrong	I
was!	I	didn’t	realize	then,	as	I	do	now,	that	the	God	of	creation	and	the	God	of
salvation	 are	 the	 same	 God,	 and	 that	 creation	 and	 redemption	 must	 not	 be
divorced	from	each	other.
A	beautiful	hymn	by	John	Austin	says	it	perfectly.

	
Hark,	my	soul,	how	everything
Strives	to	serve	our	bounteous	King;
Each	a	double	tribute	pays,
Sings	its	part,	and	then	obeys.

	
Nature’s	chief	and	sweetest	choir
Him	with	cheerful	notes	admire;
Chanting	every	day	their	lauds,
While	the	grove	their	song	applauds.

	
Wake	for	shame,	my	sluggish	heart!
Wake	and	gladly	sing	thy	part!



Learn	of	birds,	and	springs,	and	flowers,
How	to	use	thy	nobler	powers.

	
Call	whole	nature	to	thy	aid,
Since	’twas	He	whole	nature	made;
Join	in	one	eternal	song,
Who	to	one	God	all	belong.8

	
The	 Bible	 makes	 it	 clear	 that	 there	 are	 practical	 results	 from	 this	 kind	 of

worship.	For	one	thing,	we	will	take	better	care	of	God’s	creation,	and	not	waste
or	exploit	it.	We	will	learn	to	enjoy	its	beauty	and	wonder,	and	we	will	wonder	at
the	God	who	made	it	all	and	who	holds	it	all	together.
Another	 result	 ought	 to	 be	 faithful	 stewardship	 of	 what	 God	 has	 given	 us.

People	who	know	how	to	worship	 the	Creator	will	also	know	how	to	use	their
means	in	His	service.	I	have	a	feeling	that	the	proper	worship	of	God	the	Creator
could	be	a	step	 toward	solving	some	churches’	budget	problems.	“The	earth	 is
the	 LORD’s,	 and	 all	 its	 fullness”	 (Ps.	 24:1).	 “The	 world	 is	 Mine,	 and	 all	 its
fullness”	(Ps.	50:12).	David	knew	this	truth,	and	this	is	why	he	said	to	the	Lord,
“For	all	things	come	from	You,	and	of	Your	own	we	have	given	You”	(1	Chron.
29:14).	If	we	all	worshiped	the	Creator	as	did	David,	we	would	be	as	generous
as	he	was.
Knowing	 the	 Creator	 is	 also	 a	 great	 help	 in	 practical	 Christian	 living.	 Paul

quoted	 Psalm	 24:1	 twice	 in	 his	 discussion	 about	 Christian	 behavior	 (1	 Cor.
10:23–29).	God	“gives	us	 richly	all	 things	 to	enjoy”	(1	Tim.	6:17),	so	we	may
use	 all	 things	 freely,	 provided	 we	 do	 not	 cause	 somebody	 else	 to	 stumble,
somebody	who	doesn’t	realize	yet	the	bounty	of	God	in	creation.	If	we	use	God’s
creation	 to	 destroy	 one	 of	 God’s	 children,	 then	 we’re	 practicing	 idolatry	 and
serving	ourselves	instead	of	worshiping	and	serving	the	Creator.	(See	Rom.	14–
15.)
Your	adoring	response	of	worship	 to	your	Creator	ought	 to	help	cure	you	of

worry.	 At	 least	 this	 is	 what	 Jesus	 taught	 in	 the	 Sermon	 on	 the	Mount	 (Matt.
6:19–34).	The	 rich	worry	because	 they	have	 too	much	 and	 are	 afraid	 they	 are
going	 to	 lose	 it;	 and	 the	 poor	 worry	 because	 they	 do	 not	 have	 enough	 and
struggle	to	secure	what	they	need.	Jesus	didn’t	give	a	lecture	on	budgets.	Instead,
He	pointed	to	God’s	bounty	in	creation—His	care	of	the	birds	and	flowers—and
then	made	His	point:	put	God	first,	trust	Him,	and	you	won’t	have	to	worry.
	

Wake	for	shame,	my	sluggish	heart!
Wake	and	gladly	sing	thy	part!
Learn	of	birds,	and	springs,	and	flowers,
How	to	use	thy	nobler	powers.



	
“Remember	 now	 your	 Creator	 in	 the	 days	 of	 your	 youth,”	 admonished

Solomon	 as	 he	 brought	 Ecclesiastes	 to	 a	 close	 (Eccles.	 12:1).	 Knowing	 and
worshiping	the	Creator	is	a	sure	antidote	to	a	pessimistic	and	cynical	approach	to
life.	 Believers	 who	 sing	 the	 praises	 of	 the	 Creator	 aren’t	 likely	 to	 go	 around
muttering,	“Vanity	of	vanities,	all	is	vanity”	(Eccles.	1:2).	Rather,	they	will	join
with	Paul	and	shout,	“Therefore,	my	beloved	brethren,	be	steadfast,	immovable,
always	abounding	in	the	work	of	the	Lord,	knowing	that	your	labor	is	not	in	vain
in	the	Lord”	(1	Cor.	15:58).
Finally,	 when	 we	 know	 and	 worship	 the	 Creator,	 we	 can	 face	 personal

suffering	and	use	it	for	God’s	glory.	“Therefore	let	those	who	suffer	according	to
the	 will	 of	 God	 commit	 their	 souls	 to	 Him	 in	 doing	 good,	 as	 to	 a	 faithful
Creator”	(1	Peter	4:19).	Not	a	“faithful	King”	or	even	a	“faithful	Savior,”	but	“a
faithful	Creator.”	Only	a	faithful	Creator	can	make	“all	things	work	together	for
good”	 (Rom.	 8:28).	 The	 climax	 of	 the	 Book	 of	 Job—certainly	 a	 book	 about
human	suffering—comes	when	God	reveals	Himself	as	the	Creator.
	

Where	were	you	when	I	laid	the	foundations	of	the	earth?
Tell	Me,	if	you	have	understanding.
Who	determined	its	measurements?
Surely	you	know!
Or	who	stretched	the	line	upon	it?

JOB	38:4–5
As	I	look	back,	I	can	see	how	foolish	I	was	to	think	that	singing	hymns	to	the

Creator	was	unbiblical	and	even	liberal!	When	you	worship	the	Creator	and	lose
yourself	 in	 the	wonder	 of	His	 creation,	 it	 can	make	 a	 great	 difference	 in	 your
personal	Christian	life.

THE	WONDER	OF	THE	REDEEMER
	
The	wonder	of	God	 in	creation	 is	but	 the	beginning.	We	must	now	consider

the	wonder	of	God	in	redemption.
	

You	are	worthy	to	take	the	scroll,
And	to	open	its	seals;
For	You	were	slain,
And	have	redeemed	us	to	God	by	Your	blood
Out	of	every	tribe	and	tongue	and	people	and	nation,
And	have	made	us	kings	and	priests	to	our	God;
And	we	shall	reign	on	the	earth.
Worthy	is	the	Lamb	who	was	slain
To	receive	power	and	riches	and	wisdom,



And	strength	and	honor	and	glory	and	blessing!
REVELATION	5:9,	10,	12

Most	of	us	feel	very	much	at	home	with	the	theme	of	redemption,	because	the
cross	of	Christ	is	central	in	our	theology	and	our	worship,	and	rightly	so.	“The
atonement	 is	 the	crucial	doctrine	of	 the	faith,”	wrote	Leon	Morris.	“Unless	we
are	right	here	it	matters	little,	or	so	it	seems	to	me,	what	we	are	like	elsewhere.”9
According	to	the	hosts	of	heaven,	the	cross	means	redemption.
It	is	tragic	when	a	believer	loses	the	wonder	of	what	it	means	to	be	redeemed.

Dr.	D.	Martyn	Lloyd-Jones	once	defined	a	Christian	as	a	person	“who	is	amazed
at	the	fact	that	he	is	forgiven.	He	does	not	take	it	for	granted.”10	One	reason	why
we	have	baptism	and	the	Lord’s	Supper	(Eucharist)	is	to	remind	us	of	the	price
Jesus	paid	to	save	us.	He	has	taken	the	wounds	of	Calvary	to	heaven	with	Him,
perhaps	to	remind	us	forever	that	He	died	in	our	stead.
Twenty-eight	 times	 in	 the	 Book	 of	 Revelation	 Jesus	 is	 referred	 to	 as	 “the

Lamb.”	The	Greek	word	means	“a	little	pet	lamb,”	the	kind	you	wouldn’t	want
to	see	slain	for	any	reason.	The	major	themes	of	Revelation	are	all	related	to	the
Lamb.	God’s	wrath	is	“the	wrath	of	the	Lamb”	(6:16).	The	tribulation	saints	are
washed	“in	the	blood	of	the	Lamb”	(7:14).	The	story	is	consummated	with	“the
marriage	 of	 the	Lamb”	 (19:7),	 and	 the	 church	 is	 “the	 bride,	 the	Lamb’s	wife”
(21:9).	The	heavenly	 throne	 is	“the	 throne	of	God	and	of	 the	Lamb”	(22:1,	3).
Eliminate	 the	 Lamb—redemption—from	 the	 Book	 of	 Revelation	 and	 there	 is
very	little	left!
We	worship	the	Lamb,	and	wonder	at	the	Lamb,	because	of	who	He	is.	He	is

both	human	and	divine,	for	He	is	“the	Root	of	David”	(Rev.	5:5)	as	well	as	the
Lamb	of	God.	This	refers	 to	our	Lord’s	human	Jewish	ancestry	(Isa.	11:1,	10).
He	has	both	humility	and	sovereignty,	for	He	is	“the	Lion	of	the	tribe	of	Judah”
(Rev.	5:5;	see	also	Gen.	49:8–10).	He	 is	both	Redeemer	and	Ruler,	Savior	and
Sovereign.	The	wonder	of	 the	nature	of	our	Lord,	His	birth,	 life,	 and	death,	 is
enough	 to	 excite	 wonder	 in	 our	 hearts!	 Paul	 was	 right:	 “Without	 controversy
great	 is	 the	 mystery	 of	 godliness:	 God	 was	 manifested	 in	 the	 flesh”	 (1	 Tim.
3:16).
Consider	John’s	symbolic	description	of	 the	Lamb:	“having	seven	horns	and

seven	eyes,	which	are	the	seven	Spirits	of	God	sent	out	into	all	the	earth”	(Rev.
5:6).	 In	 the	 Bible,	 seven	 is	 the	 number	 of	 perfection.	 Here	 we	 have	 “seven
horns,”	 symbolizing	 perfect	 power;	 seven	 eyes,	 symbolizing	 perfect	 wisdom;
and	seven	Spirits,	symbolizing	His	perfect	presence	in	all	the	earth.	The	Lamb	is
omnipotent,	omniscient,	and	omnipresent!
We	worship	Him	because	of	what	He	is	and	because	of	where	He	is—at	the

very	throne	of	heaven.	The	Father	is	on	the	throne,	and	the	Lamb	is	“in	the	midst



of	 the	 throne”	 (v.	6).	 Jesus	Christ	 stands	 in	 the	center	of	a	series	of	concentric
circles	 that	 includes	 all	 the	 hosts	 of	 heaven.	 Jesus	 Christ	 is	 not	 on	 earth	 in	 a
manger	 or	 a	 boat,	 or	 even	 on	 a	 cross.	He	 is	 in	 heaven!	He	 is	 at	 the	 center	 of
heaven’s	worship!	He	is	exalted	“far	above	all	principality	and	power	and	might
and	dominion,	and	every	name	that	is	named,	not	only	in	this	age	but	also	in	that
which	is	to	come”	(Eph.	1:21).
	

O	ye	heights	of	heaven,	adore	Him;
Angel	hosts,	His	praises	sing;
All	dominions,	bow	before	Him,
And	extol	our	God	and	King;
Let	no	tongue	on	earth	be	silent,
Every	voice	in	concert	sing:
Evermore	and	evermore.11

	
We	worship	Him	not	only	for	who	He	is	and	where	He	is,	but	also	for	what	He

has	 done	 for	 us.	 The	 fact	 that	 He	was	 slain	 indicates	 that	 He	 first	 took	 upon
Himself	 a	 human	 body,	 for	 God	 as	 Spirit	 cannot	 die.	 When	 we	 worship	 the
Lamb,	we	are	bearing	witness	 to	 the	 incarnation	as	well	as	 the	atonement.	The
word	slain	means	“violently	killed,”	reminding	us	of	His	suffering	and	sorrow.
His	was	a	 sacrificial	death	 for	 the	sins	of	 the	whole	world,	“every	 tribe	and

tongue	and	people	and	nation”	(Rev.	5:9).	When	we	worship	the	Lamb,	we	bear
witness	 to	 the	Good	News	of	 the	gospel	 that	must	be	 taken	 to	 the	 ends	of	 the
earth.	As	we	shall	discover	 in	 the	next	section	of	 this	pilgrimage,	worship	and
witness	must	 go	 together—and	 that	 witness	 must	 go	 to	 all	 nations.	 If	 a	 local
congregation	 claims	 to	 be	 evangelical—that	 is,	 if	 they	worship	 the	 Lamb	 that
was	slain—but	they	are	not	evangelistic,	there’s	something	wrong.
The	 praise	 of	 the	 heavenly	 hosts	 recorded	 in	 Revelation	 5	 contains	 the

elements	of	a	balanced	hymnal.	They	sang	a	gospel	song	about	the	blood	of	the
Lamb	that	 redeems	sinners;	 they	sang	a	missionary	song	about	every	 tribe	and
tongue	and	people	and	nation;	they	reminded	the	church	of	its	exalted	position	as
kings	and	priests;	and	they	even	touched	on	future	events:	“we	shall	reign	on	the
earth”	(v.	10).	This	is	a	good	model	for	us	to	follow	if	we	want	our	worship	to	be
balanced.

THE	WONDER	OF	THE	KING
	
The	 third	 worship	 scene	 is	 recorded	 in	 Revelation	 11:15–18,	 where	 the

emphasis	is	on	praising	Christ	the	King.
	



We	give	You	thanks,	O	Lord	God	Almighty,
The	One	who	is	and	who	was
and	who	is	to	come,
Because	You	have	taken	Your	great	power	and	reigned.
The	nations	were	angry,
and	Your	wrath	has	come,
And	the	time	of	the	dead,
that	they	should	be	judged,
And	that	You	should	reward	Your	servants	the	prophets
and	the	saints,
And	those	who	fear	Your	name,
small	and	great,
And	should	destroy	those
who	destroy	the	earth.

VERSES	17,	18
This	 is	 actually	 a	 hymn	 of	 thanksgiving,	 and	 the	 participants	 are	 praising

Jesus	Christ	for	three	specific	blessings.
First,	they	praise	Him	because	He	reigns	supremely.	This	hymn	was	triggered

by	loud	voices	in	heaven	saying,	“The	kingdoms	of	this	world	have	become	the
kingdoms	of	our	Lord	and	of	His	Christ,	and	He	shall	reign	forever	and	ever!”
(v.	15).	The	King	has	taken	His	throne!
To	 be	 sure,	 Jesus	Christ	 is	 reigning	 today	 as	 our	 Priest-King,	 seated	 on	 the

Father’s	throne	(Rev.	3:21).	He	is	our	Melchizedek,	King	of	Righteousness	and
King	 of	 Peace	 (Heb.	 6:20;	 7:1–3).	 He	 graciously	 rules	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 willing
believers	and	exercises	His	authority	 through	His	Word	and	by	His	Spirit.	But
one	day,	He	will	exercise	absolute	authority	when	He	takes	His	great	power	and
reigns.
It	isn’t	too	difficult	for	us	to	worship	the	King	of	kings	and	Lord	of	lords	who

wore	a	crown	of	thorns	for	us.	It	is	the	next	blessing	that	baffles	us:	they	praise
Jesus	 Christ	 because	 He	 judges	 righteously.	 He	 shall	 judge	 the	 rebellious
nations,	the	dead,	and	the	destroyers	of	the	earth.
Is	it	“spiritual”	to	praise	a	God	of	judgment?	Personally,	I	don’t	know	how	we

can	 avoid	 it!	 If	we	worship	 the	Lamb	 that	was	 slain,	 then	we	must	 believe	 in
God’s	holy	judgment	of	sin.	If	God	could	judge	His	sinless	Son,	who	became	our
substitute,	why	can’t	He	judge	sinful	nations	and	rebellious	sinners	who	destroy
His	earth?	A	sentimental	view	of	the	cross	leads	to	a	sentimental	view	of	sin;	the
result	 is	 a	 condescending	 God	 who	 is	 complacent	 toward	 sin	 and	 tolerant	 of
sinners.	But	this	isn’t	the	God	who	elicits	the	praises	of	the	hosts	of	heaven!
Many	worshipers	today	would	feel	uneasy	or	perhaps	embarrassed	if	asked	to

sing	 a	 song	 about	 judgment.	 (There	 are	 not	 too	many	 of	 them	 in	 the	 average
hymnal,	 so	 you	need	not	 get	 nervous.)	We	would	 classify	 hymns	of	 judgment
along	 with	 sermons	 like	 “Sinners	 in	 the	 Hands	 of	 an	 Angry	 God”—museum



pieces	that	are	admired	as	theological	antiques,	but	certainly	not	used	in	the	open
market.
For	 example,	 many	 hymnals	 contain	 John	 Cennick’s	 hymn	 (adapted	 by

Charles	Wesley),	 “Lo!	 He	 Comes	 with	 Clouds	 Descending”;	 but	 some	 of	 the
“judgment”	verses	are	omitted.	How	would	your	church	congregation	respond	to
these	verses?
	

See	the	universe	in	motion,
Sinking	on	her	funeral	pyre—
Earth	dissolving,	and	the	ocean
Vanishing	in	final	fire:
Hark	the	trumpet!
Loud	proclaims	the	Day	of	Ire!
Graves	have	yawned	in	countless	numbers,
From	the	dust	the	dead	arise;
Millions	out	of	silent	slumbers,
Wake	in	overwhelmed	surprise;
Where	creation
Wrecked	and	torn	on	ruin	lies!12

Most	of	the	songs	about	future	events	emphasize	the	more	positive	doctrines:
the	 redemption	 of	 the	 human	 body,	 the	 reunion	 of	 God’s	 people,	 and	 the	 life
everlasting	 in	 heaven.	 Why	 praise	 the	 Lord	 because	 He’s	 coming	 to	 judge?
Because	that’s	what	the	hosts	of	heaven	do!	In	fact,	all	of	nature	anticipates	the
arrival	of	the	Judge	and	creation’s	deliverance	from	the	bondage	of	sin.

Let	the	heavens	rejoice,	
and	let	the	earth	be	glad;

Let	the	sea	roar,	and	all	its	fullness;
Let	the	field	be	joyful,	

and	all	that	is	in	it.
Then	all	the	trees	of	the	woods	will	

rejoice	before	the	LORD.
For	He	is	coming,	for	He	is	coming	to	judge	the	earth.
He	shall	judge	the	world	with	righteousness,
And	the	peoples	with	His	truth.

PSALM	96:11–13
If	 we’re	 unmoved	 by	 the	 wonders	 of	 God’s	 judgment,	 then	 either	 we’ve

forgotten	what	sin	is	really	like,	or	we’ve	lost	our	vision	of	the	holiness	of	God.
It	isn’t	enough	to	preach,	“God	is	love.”	We	must	also	declare,	“For	our	God	is	a
consuming	fire”	(Heb.	12:29).
The	third	blessing	that	calls	forth	the	praises	of	the	heavenly	hosts	is	the	fact

that	 Christ	 rewards	 righteously.	 He	 rewards	 His	 servants,	 not	 just	 the	 special
ones	(such	as	the	prophets),	but	all	the	saints,	small	and	great.	They	all	have	this
in	common:	they	fear	His	Name.	They	stand	in	awe	of	God	and	His	holy	Name,



and	by	their	faithful	lives	and	service,	they	seek	to	honor	that	Name.

THE	BRIDEGROOM
	
The	fourth	worship	scene	focuses	on	the	conquering	Bridegroom	and	presents

the	great	“Heavenly	Hallelujah	Chorus.”

After	 these	 things	 I	 heard	 a	 loud	 voice	 of	 a	 great	 multitude	 in	 heaven,	 saying,	 “Alleluia!
Salvation	and	glory	and	honor	and	power	belong	to	the	Lord	our	God!	For	true	and	righteous	are	His
judgments,	because	He	has	judged	the	great	harlot	who	corrupted	the	earth	with	her	fornication;	and
He	has	avenged	on	her	the	blood	of	His	servants	shed	by	her.”	Again	they	said,	“Alleluia!	And	her
smoke	rises	up	forever	and	ever!”

	
REVELATION	19:1–3

	
Unable	 to	 remain	 silent,	 the	 elders	 respond	 with,	 “Amen!	 Alleluia!”	 And

then	 a	 great	 multitude	 climaxes	 this	 heavenly	 “Hallelujah	 Chorus”	 with:
“Alleluia!	For	the	Lord	God	Omnipotent	reigns!”	(v.	6).
As	far	as	 I	know,	 this	 is	 the	only	place	 in	 the	Authorized	Version	where	 the

Hebrew	word	hallelujah	is	not	translated.	Everywhere	else	it	is	rendered,	“Praise
the	LORD!”	The	Hebrew	word	hallelu	is	an	imperative	meaning	“Praise!	Boast!”;
when	 you	 add	 Jah,	 the	 name	 of	 God,	 you	 end	 up	 with	 hallelujah,	 “Praise
Jehovah!”	(The	Greek	is	alleluia.)
The	 word	 hallelujah	 is	 used	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 rejoicing.	 The	 praise	 in

Revelation	 19	 is	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 lamentation	 in	 Revelation	 18,	 where	 the
world’s	 rulers	 lament	 the	 fall	 of	 Babylon.	 The	 heavenly	 hosts	 rejoice	 at	 the
destruction	 of	 the	 harlot	 and	 at	 the	marriage	 of	 the	Lamb.	 Jesus	Christ	 comes
forth	 to	 conquer	 and	 to	 establish	His	 righteous	 kingdom.	 “Let	 us	 be	 glad	 and
rejoice	and	give	Him	glory,	for	the	marriage	of	the	Lamb	has	come,	and	His	wife
has	made	herself	ready”	(19:7).
The	apostle	John	was	so	carried	away	by	this	heavenly	worship	that	he	fell	at

the	 feet	 of	 the	 angel	 and	 started	 to	worship	him!	 I	wonder	 how	many	Sunday
morning	 worshipers	 in	 our	 churches	 today	 would	 be	 that	 stirred	 by	 the
contemplation	of	 the	 judgment	of	 the	world	system,	 the	victory	of	 the	King	of
kings,	 the	marriage	 of	 the	 Lamb,	 and	 the	 establishing	 of	 the	 kingdom?	We’re
content	 to	 listen	 to	Handel’s	 “Hallelujah	Chorus”	 once	 a	 year	 rather	 than	 sing
our	own	hymns	of	praise	daily	to	the	King	of	kings.
In	this	chapter,	we	have	been	cautiously	considering	the	wonder	of	God:	the

Creator,	the	Redeemer,	the	victorious	King,	and	the	Conqueror.	We	have	hardly
scratched	the	surface	of	heaven’s	praise,	and	yet	our	hearts	have	been	stilled	and



stirred	by	the	wonder	of	God.
The	better	we	know	the	Word	of	God,	the	better	we	shall	know	the	God	of	the

Word.	Throughout	Scripture,	the	wonder	of	God	is	revealed	in	both	declaration
and	demonstration.	“You	are	the	God	who	does	wonders”	(Ps.	77:14).	The	God
of	 creation	 is	 the	 God	 of	 redemption.	 He	 is	 the	 King	 who	 reigns	 and	 the
Conqueror	who	defeats	every	enemy.	The	better	we	understand	 these	wonders,
the	better	we	shall	worship	Him.
The	substitute	for	the	wonder	of	God	is	idolatry,	the	theme	of	the	next	stage	of

our	pilgrimage.
	

Holy	Father,
I	have	been	treading	on	holy	ground!
Who	would	dare	to	contemplate	the	wonder	of	God!
Who	would	dare	to	listen	to	the	worshiping	hosts
in	heaven	around	Your	holy	throne!
Father,	I	confess	that	You	are	wonderful,
in	all	that	You	are,
in	all	that	You	do,
in	all	that	You	say	to	me	in	Your	Word.
I	see	now	how	far	short	I	come	in	my	own	personal	worship—how	
much	I	have	to	learn.

Be	patient	with	me!
Receive	my	worship,	my	praise,	my	thanksgiving,
through	Jesus	Christ	my	Lord.

Amen.



Six
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WONDER
	
In	which	we	think	about	idolatry	and	

discover	why	it	is	so	hateful	to	God
	

UNTIL	 THEIR	 SEVENTY-YEAR	 CAPTIVITY	 in	 Babylon	 cured	 them,	 the	 Jewish
nation	 was	 persistently	 infected	 by	 and	 guilty	 of	 worshiping	 idols.	 God’s
judgments	on	the	false	gods	of	Egypt	didn’t	make	a	lasting	impression	on	Israel.
In	 fact,	 more	 than	 once	 they	 expressed	 a	 desire	 to	 go	 back	 to	 Egypt!	 The
repeated	chastenings	of	the	people,	recorded	in	the	Book	of	Judges,	effected	no
lasting	cure.	First,	God	chastened	them	in	their	land,	then	He	took	them	captive
out	of	their	land—and	that	finally	cured	them.

An	 idol	 is	 simply	 a	 substitute	 for	God	 or	 a	 supplement	 to	God.	 The	 Jews
didn’t	always	abandon	Jehovah	for	Baal	or	Chemosh	or	Molech.	Often	they	gave
Jehovah	a	place—even	a	prominent	place—along	with	other	gods.	But	in	putting
Jehovah	on	the	same	level	with	the	false	gods,	the	people	were	robbing	Him	of
His	uniqueness	and	His	glory.	They	were	living	by	sight	and	not	by	faith.	They
were	playing	it	safe	and	giving	recognition	to	the	gods	of	the	enemy,	just	in	case.
And	if	they	did	totally	abandon	the	worship	of	Jehovah	for	the	worship	of	a	false
god,	 they	 were	 not	 only	 disobeying	 His	 divine	 law,	 but	 also	 defying	 His
authority	and	denying	His	Person.
Tourists	 who	 visit	 a	 pagan	 culture	 sometimes	 criticize	 missionaries	 for

opposing	 idolatrous	 activities.	 “Why	 not	 just	 leave	 these	 people	 alone?”	 they
argue.	“Why	change	 their	culture,	even	 if	 it	does	 involve	 idolatry?	Surely	 they
can	accept	what	they	want	from	Christianity	and	work	it	into	their	own	religion.
We	must	be	tolerant.”
But	God’s	declaration	is	unequivocal:	“I	am	the	LORD	your	God.	.	.	.	You	shall

have	 no	 other	 gods	 before	 Me”	 (Exod.	 20:2,	 3).	 This	 demand	 for	 exclusive
worship	is	found	not	only	in	the	law,	but	also	in	the	historical	books	of	the	Old
Testament	 (Elijah	and	 the	prophets	of	Baal,	1	Kings	18),	 the	psalms	(Ps.	106),
and	especially	the	prophets	(Isa.	46;	Jer.	2).	God	didn’t	“tolerate”	the	worship	of



other	gods.	He	hated	and	despised	it,	and	He	chastened	His	people	for	practicing
idolatry.
We	 who	 live	 today	 in	 a	 pluralistic	 society	 are	 prone	 to	 think	 that	 other

religions	might	not	be	so	bad	after	all.	The	people	who	practice	them	are	good
neighbors	and	helpful	co-workers,	and	it	would	be	difficult	to	believe	that	God
would	condemn	them	to	hell	just	because	they	don’t	believe	that	Jehovah	is	the
true	God	and	Jesus	Christ	 is	His	Son,	the	Savior	of	the	world.	The	distinctions
can	get	blurred,	almost	to	the	point	that	we	start	minimizing	personal	witnessing
and	world	evangelism.
Why	was	God	so	hard	on	the	Jews	when	they	apostasized	and	worshiped	other

gods?	Because	their	apostasy	was	threatening	the	very	plan	He	had	for	bringing
salvation	to	the	whole	world.	It	wasn’t	a	matter	of	one	religion	being	better	than
another.	 It	was	 purely	 a	matter	 of	 one	 religion—Judaism—being	 the	only	 true
faith.	Paul	summarizes	Israel’s	privileges	perfectly	in	Romans	9:4,	5:	“to	[Israel]
pertain	the	adoption,	the	glory,	the	covenants,	the	giving	of	the	law,	the	service
of	God,	and	the	promises;	of	whom	are	the	fathers	and	from	whom,	according	to
the	flesh,	Christ	came,	who	is	over	all,	the	eternally	blessed	God.	Amen.”
And	Israel	abandoned	all	of	those	blessings	just	to	be	like	their	neighbors!	The

prophets	 compared	 their	 sin	 to	 adultery:	 they	were	 unfaithful	 to	 the	God	who
loved	 them	and	“married”	 them	when	 they	entered	 into	covenant	 relation	with
Him	at	Mount	Sinai.
“They	have	forsaken	Me,	the	fountain	of	living	waters,	and	hewn	themselves

cisterns—broken	cisterns	that	can	hold	no	water”	(Jer.	2:13).	Israel	didn’t	replace
the	Lord	with	better	gods;	they	replaced	Him	with	no	gods!
Thus,	 the	 sin	 of	 idolatry	 had	 personal,	 national,	 and	 international

consequences.	 The	 individual	 worshipers	 were	 robbing	 themselves	 of	 the
richness	 of	 their	 spiritual	 heritage,	 and	 this	 was	 affecting	 their	 character	 and
conduct.	The	nation	was	not	fulfilling	its	God-ordained	purpose	in	the	world,	to
be	a	light	to	the	Gentiles	and	a	revealer	of	the	glory	of	the	true	God.	As	a	result,
the	other	nations	were	left	without	a	clear	witness.	It	was	through	His	blessings
that	God	wanted	 Israel	 to	witness	 to	 the	nations,	but	 their	 sins	 robbed	 them	of
blessing.	 In	 the	 end,	 it	was	His	 chastening	 that	 got	 the	message	 across	 to	 the
Gentiles.	Jerusalem	became	a	byword	among	the	nations.

THE	USELESSNESS	OF	IDOLS
	
The	 contrast	 between	 the	 true	 God	 and	 idols	 is	 seen	 vividly	 in	 Psalm	 115.

Accustomed	 to	 bowing	 before	 idols,	 the	 Gentiles	 who	 visited	 Jerusalem	were



perplexed,	perhaps	even	amused,	that	the	Jews	worshiped	no	visible	gods.
	

Not	unto	us,	O	LORD,	not	unto	us,
But	to	Your	name	give	glory,
Because	of	Your	mercy,
And	because	of	Your	truth.
Why	should	the	Gentiles	say,

“Where	now	is	their	God?”
But	our	God	is	in	heaven;
He	does	whatever	He	pleases.
Their	idols	are	silver	and	gold,
The	work	of	men’s	hands.
They	have	mouths,	

but	they	do	not	speak;
Eyes	they	have,	but	they	do	not	see;
They	have	ears,	but	they	do	not	hear;
Noses	they	have,	

but	they	do	not	smell;
They	have	hands,	

but	they	do	not	handle;
Feet	they	have,	but	they	do	not	walk;
Nor	do	they	mutter	through	their	throat.
Those	who	make	them	are	like	them;
So	is	everyone	who	trusts	in	them.

PSALM	115:1–8
There	 is	more	 than	subtle	 irony	here.	The	psalmist	 is	 reminding	 the	Jewish

worshipers	of	the	losses	they	will	incur	if	they	don’t	worship	the	true	and	living
God.1
“They	have	mouths,	but	they	do	not	speak.”	No	promises.	The	God	of	 Israel

spoke	to	them	through	Moses,	Samuel,	David,	and	the	prophets.	He	gave	them
covenants	 and	promises	 that	were	 never	 shared	with	 the	Gentile	 nations	 (Eph.
2:11–12).	Imagine	what	it	would	be	like	to	have	to	live	without	God’s	promises!
“Eyes	they	have,	but	they	do	not	see.”	No	protection.	“I	will	guide	you	with

My	 eye”	 (Ps.	 32:8).	 “The	 eyes	 of	 the	LORD	 are	 on	 the	 righteous”	 (Ps.	 34:15).
Peter	quoted	that	promise	in	his	first	letter	(1	Peter	3:12),	and	if	any	man	knew
what	it	meant	to	have	the	protection	of	God,	it	was	Peter!
“They	have	ears,	but	they	do	not	hear.”	No	prayer.	Our	God	hears	us	when	we

pray.	He	 encourages	 us	 to	 come	 to	Him	 and	 pour	 out	 our	 hearts	 before	Him.
Moses	prayed	on	the	mountain	while	Joshua	fighting	in	the	valley	defeated	the
Amalekites	(Exod.	17:8–16).	When	Israel	sinned,	Moses	made	his	way	to	the	top
of	Sinai	 and	 there	 interceded	 for	 the	people.	What	would	 it	 be	 like	 to	 live	 for
God,	or	to	serve	God,	without	the	privilege	of	prayer?
“Noses	they	have,	but	they	do	not	smell.”	No	praise.	“And	the	LORD	smelled	a



soothing	 aroma”	 (Gen.	 8:21).	 That	 aroma	 came	 from	 the	 burnt	 offerings	 that
Noah	had	placed	on	the	altar.	This	is	a	human	illustration	of	a	divine	truth,	that
God	delights	 to	 have	His	 people	worship	 and	praise	Him	and	bring	Him	 their
best.	When	Paul	received	the	missionary	offering	from	the	church	at	Philippi,	he
didn’t	 see	 material	 gifts.	 He	 smelled	 “a	 sweet-smelling	 aroma,	 an	 acceptable
sacrifice,	well	pleasing	to	God”	(Phil.	4:18).	What	would	it	be	like	to	worship	a
dead	idol	and	know	that	your	best	was	never	recognized	or	received?
“They	have	hands,	but	 they	do	not	handle.”	No	power.	“Do	not	be	afraid	of

them,”	said	Jeremiah	of	the	false	gods,	“for	they	cannot	do	evil,	nor	can	they	do
any	 good”	 (Jer.	 10:5).	 Then	 he	 asked,	 “Are	 there	 any	 among	 the	 idols	 of	 the
nations	that	can	cause	rain?”	(14:22).	Elijah’s	ridicule	of	Baal	only	exposed	the
impotence	of	this	false	god:	“Cry	aloud,	for	he	is	a	god;	either	he	is	meditating,
or	 he	 is	 busy,	 or	 he	 is	 on	 a	 journey,	 or	 perhaps	 he	 is	 sleeping	 and	 must	 be
awakened”	(1	Kings	18:27).
“Feet	 they	 have,	 but	 they	 do	 not	 walk.”	 No	 presence.	 Isaiah	 contrasted

Jehovah	who	carried	 Israel	with	Bel	 and	Nebo	who	had	 to	be	 carried	by	 their
worshipers	 (Isa.	46:1–7).	One	of	 the	names	of	our	Savior	 is	 “Immanuel—God
with	 us”	 (Matt.	 1:23).	 Our	 Lord’s	 farewell	 promise	 was,	 “Lo,	 I	 am	with	 you
always,	even	to	the	end	of	the	age”	(Matt.	28:20).	Even	in	the	darkest	valley,	our
God	is	with	us	(Ps.	23:4).
“Those	who	make	them	are	like	them;	so	is	everyone	who	trusts	in	them.”	No

progress.	 Idolatry	 is	basically	worshiping	and	serving	“the	creature	 rather	 than
the	Creator”	(Rom.	1:25).	Only	the	Creator	can	transform	us	to	be	like	Himself.
The	psalmist	warns	us	 that,	 spiritually	speaking,	 those	who	worship	 false	gods
eventually	become	blind,	 deaf,	 dumb,	weak,	 and	 immobile.	 If	we	become	 like
the	god	we	worship—whether	that	god	is	material	or	imaginary—	we	can	never
rise	above	it,	because	we	manufacture	it	ourselves.	It	is	a	vicious	circle	that	only
redemption	can	break!	It	 is	a	dangerous	thing	to	worship	false	gods.	Instead	of
transformation,	 you	 experience	 retrogression,	 the	 deadening	 effects	 of	 false
worship.

MODERN	IDOLATRY
	
How	easy	 it	 is	 for	 us	 to	 judge	 the	 Jewish	 nation	 for	 its	 idolatry,	 and	yet	 be

blind	to	the	same	sin	in	our	nation	and	churches	today.	In	the	name	of	so-called
modern	 science	we	have	eliminated	 the	Creator	 from	His	 creation,	 leaving	 the
creature	to	play	God	in	the	world.	Alienated	from	the	God	who	made	us	in	His
image,	we	try	to	be	both	Creator	and	creature;	with	every	problem	we	solve,	we



create	 three	or	 four	new	ones.	No	wonder	 the	world	 today	 faces	an	ecological
crisis	that	seems	insoluble.	Instead	of	exercising	dominion	over	the	earth	(Gen.
1:26–30),	humankind	is	destroying	the	earth;	and	one	day	God	will	judge	us	for
doing	so	(Rev.	11:18).
If	the	church	today	were	truly	worshiping	the	Creator	and	not	the	creature,	we

Christians	would	be	making	better	use	of	the	precious	resources	God	has	given
us.	The	church	would	be	speaking	out	against	sinful	waste	and	destruction	and
would	 be	 setting	 the	 right	 kind	 of	 example.	 If	 we	 really	 believed	 that	 we	 are
stewards	 of	 God’s	 glorious	 creation,	 and	 if	 we	 praised	 Him	 sincerely	 for	 His
bountiful	gifts,	we	would	never	waste	them,	abuse	them,	or	use	them	selfishly.	If
God	rejoices	in	His	works	(Ps.	104:31),	then	He	must	be	deeply	grieved	by	the
way	men	and	women	are	destroying	His	creation.
Whatever	we	try	to	use	for	God	that	has	in	some	way	been	divorced	from	God

can	only	become	a	barrier	between	God	and	us.	In	Jeremiah’s	day,	the	people	of
Judah	and	Jerusalem	boasted	of	their	temple	and	felt	confident	that	what	went	on
there	would	guarantee	security	for	the	nation;	but	the	prophet	called	the	building
“a	den	of	 thieves”	 (Jer.	7:11).	“Do	not	 trust	 in	 these	 lying	words,	 saying,	 ‘The
temple	of	the	LORD,	the	temple	of	the	LORD,	the	temple	of	the	LORD	are	these’”
(7:4).	 The	 building	 had	 become	 an	 idol,	 and	 the	 priestly	 ministries	 in	 the
building	 were	 but	 empty	 ceremonies.	 No	 wonder	 God	 permitted	 the	 invading
Babylonians	to	destroy	His	temple.
I	receive	many	letters	from	pastors	and	church	leaders,	and	I’ve	noticed	that

many	of	the	church	letterheads	have	pictures	of	church	buildings	on	them.	This
is	also	true	of	Sunday	bulletins.	You	will	probably	find	the	same	pictures	on	the
literature	 that	 promotes	 the	ministry	of	 the	 church.	Why?	Because	we	 identify
the	“church	organism”	with	the	“church	organization”	that	meets	in	the	“church
building.”	 We	 forget	 that	 the	 “church”	 is	 made	 up	 of	 people,	 not	 brick	 and
mortar.	 I’m	 not	 minimizing	 either	 the	 organization	 or	 the	 buildings,	 for	 if	 an
organism	 isn’t	 organized,	 it	 will	 die,	 and	 the	 church	 family	 needs	 to	 meet
someplace.	I’m	only	suggesting	that	our	perspective	may	be	all	wrong.
We	Christians	also	tend	to	measure	success	in	terms	of	real	estate.	Resources

that	 perhaps	 ought	 to	 go	 into	 hands-on	 ministry	 too	 often	 are	 channeled	 into
buildings	that	stand	empty	most	of	the	week.	If	the	average	commercial	business
used	its	resources	and	facilities	that	carelessly,	it	would	go	broke.	Is	it	possible
that	our	mania	for	religious	real	estate	is	but	a	subtle	form	of	idolatry?
Again,	 I’m	 not	 suggesting	 that	 a	 growing	 church	 family	 shouldn’t	 have

adequate	 facilities.	 I	 am	 saying	 that,	 in	 many	 cases,	 building	 committees	 get
their	 values	 confused	 and	 their	 vision	 blurred.	 As	 Vance	 Havner	 once	 said,
“What	should	have	been	a	mile-stone	becomes	a	mill-stone.”



What	does	 this	have	 to	do	with	worship?	A	great	deal!	The	wonder	of	God
includes	the	wonder	of	the	Creator	who	has	given	dominion	to	men	and	women
made	 in	 the	 image	 of	 God.	We	 can’t	 worship	 God	 acceptably	 and	 waste	 and
destroy	 His	 creation.	 In	 most	 cases	 today,	 the	 treasures	 of	 creation	 are
represented	by	money.	You	and	I	aren’t	likely	to	burn	down	a	forest	or	spill	oil	in
a	lovely	lagoon,	but	we	may	support	that	kind	of	evil	by	the	way	we	spend	our
money,	even	for	“religious”	things.
If	worship	transforms	individuals	and	churches—and	it	does,	 if	 it	 is	spiritual

worship—then	 one	 of	 the	 evidences	 of	 this	 transformation	will	 be	 seen	 in	 the
way	these	individuals	and	churches	use	God’s	creation	gifts.	 It’s	not	enough	to
sing	on	Sunday	morning	“This	is	my	Father’s	world”	and	then	live	the	rest	of	the
week	as	though	we	were	in	charge.	This	is	idolatry.	This	is	turning	God’s	house
into	a	den	of	thieves.
What	is	a	“den	of	thieves”?
It	is	the	place	where	thieves	run	when	they	want	to	hide!
Yes,	you	and	I	can	actually	use	worship	to	cover	up	the	idolatry	that	God	sees

in	our	hearts!	But	true	worship,	that	“adoring	response”	to	all	that	God	is,	says,
and	does,	simply	must	alter	a	person’s	values.	When	you	know	God,	your	view
of	His	world,	of	other	people,	and	of	yourself	is	bound	to	change.
It	 is	 time	 that	 we	 met	 some	 of	 the	 people	 who	 have	 met	 God	 and	 been

transformed.
	

Father	in	Heaven,
You	are	the	true	and	living	God,
and	I	worship	You!	I	adore	You!
Deliver	me	from	the	worship	of	substitutes.
May	I	worship	the	Creator,
not	the	creation	or	the	creature.
May	I	worship	the	Redeemer,
not	the	experience	of	redemption
or	the	blessings	it	brings	to	my	life.
Tear	from	my	heart	every	idol!
May	I	worship	and	serve	You	and	You	alone.
Through	Jesus	Christ,	Your	Beloved	Son,

Amen.



Seven
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WONDER
	
In	which	we	meet	some	believers	

who	met	God	and	worshiped	Him
	

THE	WONDER	OF	GOD	 is	seen	perhaps	most	vividly	when	we	enter	 into	the
experiences	of	people	just	like	ourselves	who	met	God	and	worshiped	Him.	No
two	 experiences	 are	 alike	 and	 no	 two	 persons	 are	 identical.	 This	 is	 a	 great
encouragement	 to	me,	 because	 I’m	 prone	 to	want	 to	 imitate	what	 others	 have
experienced.	After	all,	 if	God	did	 it	 that	way	for	Jonathan	Edwards	or	Charles
Spurgeon,	He	can	certainly	do	it	that	way	for	me!
Of	course	He	can—but	that’s	not	always	His	plan.	I’m	a	unique	person	to	Him

and	 He	 wants	 me	 to	 have	 a	 unique	 experience.	 To	 be	 sure,	 all	 worship
experiences	 have	 some	 elements	 in	 common,	 but	 they	 also	 have	 their	 own
special	features	 that	may	not	be	duplicated	in	 the	 lives	of	others.	Each	of	us	 is
different	and	our	worship	experiences	are	bound	to	be	different.
The	mistake	we	make	is	in	imitating	the	accidentals	instead	of	the	essentials.

“Once,	 as	 I	 rode	out	 into	 the	woods	 for	my	health,”	wrote	 Jonathan	Edwards,
“having	alighted	from	my	horse	in	a	retired	place	.	 .	 .	I	had	a	view	that	for	me
was	extraordinary,	of	the	glory	of	the	Son	of	God,	as	Mediator	between	God	and
man,	and	his	wonderful,	great,	full,	pure	and	sweet	grace	and	love,	and	meek	and
gentle	 condescension.”1	 What	 an	 experience	 that	 must	 have	 been!	 Perhaps	 I
could	duplicate	 that	experience	 if	only	I	had	a	horse	 to	 ride	and	woods	 to	 ride
him	in.
“The	wind	blows	where	it	wishes,”	Jesus	told	Nicodemus,	“and	you	hear	the

sound	of	it,	but	cannot	tell	where	it	comes	from	and	where	it	goes”	(John	3:8).
We	can	harness	 the	power	of	 the	wind,	 but	we	 can’t	write	 a	 formula	 that	will
accurately	 predict	 and	 control	 the	 wind.	 “So	 is	 everyone	 who	 is	 born	 of	 the
Spirit,”	our	Lord	added.	God	 is	 infinitely	original	 in	His	workings	and	we	had
better	refrain	from	locking	Him	into	a	formula	or	a	fixed	pattern.
Several	 Bible	 characters	 personally	 met	 God,	 and	 we	 can	 learn	 from	 their



experiences	 what	 is	 involved	 in	 true	 spiritual	 worship.	 Please	 don’t	 make	 the
mistake	of	thinking	that	any	one	of	these	persons	experienced	all	that	a	believer
could	experience,	or	that	one	saint’s	experience	was	greater	than	that	of	another.
Their	experiences	were	tailormade	for	them.	We’re	not	meeting	these	people	so
we	can	 imitate	 them	or	duplicate	 their	experiences.	We’re	meeting	 them	so	we
can	learn	from	them	some	of	the	elements	that	make	up	the	kind	of	worship	that
pleases	God.

ABRAHAM
	
The	Hebrew	word	shachah,	which	means	“to	bow	down,	to	worship,”	is	first

used	in	the	Bible	in	Genesis	18.	Abraham	is	resting	in	his	tent	door	in	the	heat	of
the	 day	 when	 he	 sees	 three	 strangers	 approaching	 his	 camp.	 This	 is	 unusual,
because	travelers	in	the	East	don’t	usually	journey	when	the	sun	is	hot.	The	aged
man	jumps	up	and	runs	to	meet	them.	Abraham	discovers	that	his	visitors	are	the
Lord	and	two	of	His	angels!	Abraham	“ran	from	the	tent	door	to	meet	them,	and
bowed	himself	to	the	ground”	(Gen.	18:2).
As	you	read	this	chapter,	you	see	Abraham	illustrating	two	aspects	of	worship.

In	the	first	half	of	the	chapter,	he’s	busy	as	the	servant	of	God;	in	the	last	half,
he’s	standing	still	and	conversing	as	the	friend	of	God.	As	believers,	we	are	both
servants	 and	 friends	 (John	 15:15),	 and	 both	 roles	 are	 essential	 for	 a	 balanced
worship	experience.
Worship	and	service	go	together;	in	fact,	it	is	difficult	to	conceive	of	worship

apart	 from	service.	“You	shall	worship	 the	LORD	your	God,	and	Him	only	you
shall	 serve”	 (Matt.	4:10).	 In	spite	of	his	age	and	 the	heat	of	 the	day,	Abraham
immediately	 served	 the	Lord	and	did	 it	personally,	 even	 though	he	could	have
called	for	any	one	of	his	hundreds	of	servants	to	do	it.	Note	the	verbs:	he	ran	(v.
2);	he	hastened	(v.	6),	he	ran	again	(v.	7).	Note	that	he	ordered	the	very	best	for
his	Lord:	“fine	meal”	(v.	6)	and	“a	tender	and	good	calf	”	(v.	7).	It	wasn’t	until
his	Lord	was	served	that	Abraham	rested:	“and	he	stood	by	them	under	the	tree
as	they	ate”	(v.	8).
Service	 is	 worship	 if	 we’re	 serving	 the	 Lord	 and	 giving	 Him	 our	 best.

Abraham	had	often	worshiped	the	Lord	at	 the	altar	and	offered	up	his	choicest
sacrifices,	but	now	he	was	personally	worshiping	Him	by	serving	Him	a	meal.
The	last	half	of	the	chapter	records	a	contrasting	scene.	Abraham	isn’t	running

here	and	there	giving	orders;	he’s	standing	quietly	before	the	Lord,	talking	with
Him	about	 the	 situation	 in	 the	 cities	of	 the	plain.	 “Shall	 I	 hide	 from	Abraham
what	 I	am	doing?”	asked	 the	Lord	 (v.	17).	“No	 longer	do	 I	call	you	servants,”



said	 Jesus	 to	 His	 disciples,	 “for	 a	 servant	 does	 not	 know	 what	 his	 master	 is
doing;	 but	 I	 have	 called	you	 friends,	 for	 all	 things	 that	 I	 have	heard	 from	My
Father	I	have	made	known	to	you”	(John	15:15).
It’s	the	same	man,	Abraham,	in	both	scenes;	and	it’s	the	same	Christ	receiving

his	worship.	Abraham	the	servant	was	in	a	hurry;	Abraham	the	friend	stood	and
waited.	 The	 servant	 asked	 others	 to	 help	 him—Sarah,	 the	 young	 man	 who
prepared	the	meat—but	the	friend	stood	before	the	Lord	alone.	The	servant	gave
his	best	to	the	Lord;	the	friend	asked	for	God’s	best	for	others.
The	 key	word	 here	 is	balance:	Abraham	devoted	 himself	 to	 active	ministry

and	then	waited	in	quiet	conversation	with	the	Lord.	We	are	the	servant-friends
of	Jesus,	ministering	to	Him	and	fellowshiping	with	Him.	Both	are	essential	 to
true	worship.	Abraham	was	burdened	for	Lot	and,	I	believe,	for	the	lost	sinners
in	Sodom	and	Gomorrah.	Should	not	the	blessing	of	worship	lead	to	the	burden
of	intercession	and	witness?
A	 second	 worship	 experience	 for	 Abraham	 is	 described	 in	 Genesis	 22,	 the

offering	up	on	 the	altar	of	his	only	son	 Isaac.	“Stay	here	with	 the	donkey,”	he
told	 the	 two	servants.	“The	 lad	and	I	will	go	yonder	and	worship,	and	we	will
come	back	to	you”	(v.	5).	It	seems	incredible	that	Abraham	could	look	upon	this
greatest	 of	 all	 tests	 as	 an	 act	 of	 worship.	 Do	we	 today	 consider	 our	 times	 of
suffering	and	deep	pain	as	experiences	of	worship?	To	do	so	certainly	ought	 to
deepen	for	us	both	the	experience	of	suffering	and	the	experience	of	worship.
Our	 times	 of	 suffering	 can	 indeed	 be	 experiences	 of	worship	 if	 we	will	 do

what	 Abraham	 did.	 To	 begin	with,	 he	 focused	 on	 God’s	 promises	 and	 not	 on
explanations.	God	had	promised	 that	 Isaac	would	be	 the	heir	 and	 that	 through
him	a	great	nation	would	be	built.	Abraham	believed	this	promise	and	knew	that
one	of	two	things	would	happen:	either	God	would	not	require	Isaac	to	be	slain,
or	He	would	 raise	 the	 dead	 son	 and	 give	 him	 life	 (Heb.	 11:17–19).	 Abraham
worshiped	 a	 God	 big	 enough	 to	 handle	 the	 contradictions	 inherent	 in	 the
situation.	 The	 whole	 enterprise	 seemed	 unnatural,	 unreasonable,	 and
unbelievable.	It	could	only	be	handled	by	faith	through	worship.
Abraham	 also	 focused	 on	 God’s	 power,	 not	 human	 resources.	 He	 had

experienced	God’s	resurrection	power	in	his	own	body	(Rom.	4:18–21),	and	he
believed	 that	 this	 same	 power	 could	 also	work	 in	 Isaac’s	 body.	Abraham	 had
plenty	of	resources,	for	he	was	a	wealthy	man,	but	nothing	he	possessed	could
meet	the	need	at	the	altar.	Only	God	could	do	that!
Finally,	 Abraham	 focused	 on	 God’s	 purposes	 and	 not	 his	 own	 personal

desires.	As	 a	 result,	 Abraham	 ended	 up	 with	 a	 deeper	 experience	 of	 love,	 a
clearer	 vision	 of	 God,	 a	 greater	 dependence	 on	 God,	 and	 a	 wider	 promise	 of
blessing	to	others.	It	was	worth	it	all!



Many	 believers	 today	 try	 every	 remedy	 possible	 in	 dealing	 with	 their
sufferings	and	sacrifices.	Perhaps	it’s	time	we	tried	worship.	Because	Abraham
looked	upon	this	entire	experience	of	trial	as	one	of	worship,	God	enabled	him	to
obey	by	faith	and	win	the	victory.	The	purpose	of	worship	is	not	that	we	might
escape	suffering,	or	merely	endure	it.	The	purpose	of	worship	is	 that	we	might
glorify	God	by	enlisting	our	suffering	and	using	it	creatively.
Worship	is	a	transforming	experience,	and	it	can	even	transform	suffering	into

glory.	But	 if	Abraham	hadn’t	worshiped	God	at	 the	altar	 and	 the	 tent	door,	he
could	 never	 have	 offered	 Isaac	 as	 he	 did	 and	 see	 his	 trial	 transformed	 into
triumph.	A	crisis	doesn’t	make	a	person;	it	shows	what	a	person	is	made	of.	The
character	 of	 a	man	or	woman	of	God	 is	 built	 day	by	day,	 in	 the	worship-and-
serve	 experiences	 of	 life.	 Then,	 when	 the	 crisis	 comes,	 we	 find	 ourselves
spiritually	 prepared,	 and	 suffering	 can	 marvelously	 become	 an	 act	 of	 true
worship.
Abraham	teaches	us	that	worship	is	an	everyday	experience,	and	that	sincere

service	to	God	is	an	act	of	worship.	“Assuredly,	I	say	to	you,	inasmuch	as	you
did	it	to	one	of	the	least	of	these	My	brethren,	you	did	it	to	Me”	(Matt.	25:40).
But	 worship	 that	 is	 service	 must	 be	 balanced	 by	 worship	 that	 is	 quiet	 and
solitary,	 worship	 that	 is	 concerned	 for	 others.	 Serving,	 communing,	 suffering:
these	 are	 some	 ingredients	 in	 our	 worship	 experience.	 Blessed	 is	 the	 believer
who	is	balanced	and	who	knows	when	it	is	time	to	serve,	to	commune,	to	suffer.

JACOB
	
More	 than	one	 liturgical	writer	 has	 used	 Jacob’s	 experience	 at	Bethel	 (Gen.

28)	as	a	model	for	true	worship.	While	I	don’t	think	it	is	the	only	model,	or	even
the	most	 important	one,	 I	do	believe	 it	 teaches	us	 some	 important	 truths	about
worship	that	are	too	often	overlooked.
When	Jacob	met	God	at	Bethel,	he	was	running	away	from	home	and	trying	to

run	away	from	his	problems.	He	certainly	wasn’t	seeking	God!	Yet	God	came	to
him	and	revealed	Himself	to	Jacob	in	a	singular	way.	Worship	must	always	be	an
experience	of	God’s	grace.	If	anything,	God	should	have	abandoned	Jacob	and
let	him	“stew	in	his	own	grease.”	Jacob	had	plotted	with	his	mother,	lied	to	his
father,	 and	 stolen	 from	 his	 brother.	He	was	 hardly	 a	 qualified	 candidate	 for	 a
high	and	holy	experience	of	worship!
God	graciously	breaks	in	on	us	when	we	least	expect	 it—or	even	deserve	it.

When	worship	ceases	to	be	an	experience	of	grace,	it	ceases	to	be	an	experience
of	 glory,	 for	 grace	 and	 glory	 must	 go	 together.	 Jacob	 was	 the	 most	 unlikely



person	 to	have	 this	 experience,	 and	he	had	 it	 at	 the	most	unlikely	 time,	 in	 the
most	unlikely	place.	That	is	the	grace	of	God!
Jacob’s	 experience	 at	Bethel	 transformed	his	 life.	Yes,	 it	 took	 another	 thirty

years	before	he	really	began	to	live	like	a	man	who	knew	God,	but	this	was	the
beginning.	 Jacob	 reminds	 me	 of	 some	 “successful	 people”	 that	 the	 world
admires:	 self-assured,	 confident,	 able	 to	manipulate	 people	 and	 circumstances,
clear	 in	 their	goals,	willing	 to	walk	on	others	 (and	 lie	 if	 necessary)	 to	 achieve
those	goals.	Jacob	knew	how	to	take	care	of	himself	and	defend	himself,	but	he
didn’t	know	how	to	change	himself.	God	had	to	do	that	for	him.
He	had	a	threefold	experience	at	Bethel:	he	saw	a	vision,	he	heard	a	voice,	and

he	 made	 a	 vow.	 Centuries	 later,	 Isaiah	 the	 prophet	 would	 have	 a	 similar
experience,	and	so	would	Peter	the	apostle	as	he	sat	on	a	housetop	in	Joppa.
Jacob	saw	a	vision	of	a	staircase	(or	ladder)	between	heaven	and	earth.	On	the

staircase,	 the	angels	were	coming	and	going.	At	a	 time	when	he	felt	alone	and
afraid,	Jacob	discovered	that	God	was	with	him	and	that	heaven	and	earth	were
not	 far	 apart!	 He	may	 have	 been	 sleeping	with	 a	 hard	 stone	 for	 a	 pillow,	 but
while	he	was	asleep,	God’s	angels	were	serving	him.	He	wasn’t	alone	and	there
was	no	reason	for	him	to	be	afraid.
We	 know	 from	 John	 1:51	 that	 this	 vision	 is	 a	 picture	 of	 our	 Savior:	 “Most

assuredly,	 I	 say	 to	you,	hereafter	you	shall	 see	heaven	open,	and	 the	angels	of
God	ascending	and	descending	upon	the	Son	of	Man.”	Jesus	is	God’s	living	link
between	a	holy	heaven	and	a	 sinful	earth.	Man	can’t	build	a	 tower	 to	 reach	 to
heaven,	but	God	can	and	did	build	a	bridge	between	heaven	and	earth.	God	was
reconciled	to	Jacob,	but	Jacob	had	to	be	reconciled	to	God—and	to	his	family.
The	 transforming	 power	 of	 worship	 is	 not	 experienced	 in	 its	 fullness

immediately.	It	 took	God	nearly	thirty	years	to	get	Jacob	to	the	point	where	he
was	yielded	to	God’s	will	and	not	manipulating	people	and	circumstances	to	fit
his	own	schemes.	God	is	patient.
Jacob	saw	a	vision	and	realized	that	he	was	not	alone,	that	God	was	with	him

and	for	him.	Jacob	heard	a	voice—the	voice	of	God—	that	assured	him	of	God’s
purpose	 and	 blessing.	 There	 was	 no	 word	 of	 reproach;	 instead,	 it	 was	 God’s
gracious	word	of	promise.	“Behold,	I	am	with	you	and	will	keep	you	wherever
you	go,	and	will	bring	you	back	to	this	land;	for	I	will	not	leave	you	until	I	have
done	what	I	have	spoken	to	you”	(Gen.	28:15).	You	and	I	as	believers	today	will
not	hear	that	audible	voice,	but	we	can	claim	as	valid	a	promise	as	the	one	God
gave	to	Jacob:	“I	will	never	leave	you	nor	forsake	you”	(Heb.	13:5).	We	might
add:	“being	confident	of	this	very	thing,	that	He	who	has	begun	a	good	work	in
you	will	complete	it	until	the	day	of	Jesus	Christ”	(Phil.	1:6).
What	was	 Jacob’s	 “adoring	 response”	 to	 this	 revelation	 of	God’s	 grace	 and



glory?	 He	made	 a	 vow,	 and	 this	 happens	 to	 be	 the	 first	 vow	 recorded	 in	 the
Bible.	Overcome	with	fear,	Jacob	realized	that	he	was	at	the	very	house	of	God
(beth-El),	 the	 gate	 of	 heaven.	 What	 he	 thought	 was	 a	 dead-end	 street	 was
actually	 the	gate	of	heaven,	opening	into	a	new	life	under	 the	watchful	care	of
God.
Jacob	thought	he	was	alone,	but	God	was	there.	He	thought	he	was	facing	a

bleak	 future,	 yet	 God	 gave	 him	 new	 purpose	 and	 new	 promises	 to	 encourage
him.	Whether	Jacob’s	vow	was	another	attempt	at	“bargaining”	or	not,	we	need
not	discuss;	good	and	godly	Bible	scholars	disagree.	It	is	enough	to	note	that	the
schemer	was	starting	to	break	down	and	to	acknowledge	his	need	for	God;	and
Jacob’s	vow	was	evidence	of	his	first	steps	of	faith.	It	was	indeed	the	dawning	of
a	new	day	and	the	beginning	of	a	transformed	life—	and	it	started	with	worship.

JOB
	
Job’s	 initial	 response	 to	 the	 first	 wave	 of	 trials	 was	 to	 humble	 himself	 and

worship.	“Then	Job	arose	and	tore	his	robe	and	shaved	his	head,	and	he	fell	 to
the	ground	and	worshiped”	(Job	1:20).	He	was	even	able	to	say,	“Blessed	be	the
name	 of	 the	 LORD”	 (1:21).	 But	 in	 his	 subsequent	 discussion	 with	 his	 three
friends,	Job	gradually	 lost	 the	attitude	of	worship	and	began	to	challenge	God.
He	 never	 questioned	God’s	 right	 to	 bless	 or	 chasten	 him;	what	 perplexed	 Job
was	that	his	suffering	seemed	out	of	proportion	to	the	benefits	that	anyone	was
receiving.
As	 the	 discussion	 continued,	 Job	 began	 to	 accuse	 God	 of	 keeping	 a	 safe

distance	so	that	His	servant	couldn’t	present	his	case.	God	indeed	was	the	Judge,
but	He	was	absent	from	the	courtroom	and	Job	couldn’t	present	his	arguments	to
Him.	God	had	tried	Job,	pronounced	him	guilty,	and	given	the	sentence	without
even	letting	Job	defend	himself.
Job	 had	 expressed	 his	 desire	 to	 speak	 to	 God	 personally,	 but	 when	 God

showed	up,	Job	had	nothing	to	say!	“Behold,	I	am	vile;	what	shall	I	answer	You?
I	lay	my	hand	over	my	mouth”	(Job	40:4).
After	listening	to	God’s	lecture	on	natural	theology,	Job	had	to	confess,

	
I	know	that	You	can	do	everything,
And	that	no	purpose	of	Yours	can	be	withheld	from	You.
You	asked,	“Who	is	this	who	hides	counsel	without	knowledge?”
Therefore	I	have	uttered	what	I	did	not	understand,
Things	too	wonderful	for	me,	which	I	did	not	know.	.	.	.
I	have	heard	of	You	by	the	hearing	of	the	ear,
But	now	my	eye	sees	You.



Therefore	I	abhor	myself,
And	repent	in	dust	and	ashes.

JOB	42:2–3,	5–6
	
Job’s	worship	experience	warns	us	that	right	theology	is	no	guarantee	of	right

relationship	with	God.	God	is	always	greater	than	our	mental	images	of	Him	and
our	doctrinal	formulas.	Zophar	was	right:	“Can	you	search	out	the	deep	things	of
God?	 Can	 you	 find	 out	 the	 limits	 of	 the	 Almighty?”	 (11:7).	 “Behold,	 God	 is
great,”	affirmed	Elihu,	“and	we	do	not	know	Him”	(36:26).
I	 have	 a	 feeling	 that	 Job	 would	 say	 a	 hearty	 “Amen!”	 to	 the	 admonition

written	by	Solomon	in	Ecclesiastes	5:1,	2—“Walk	prudently	when	you	go	to	the
house	of	God;	and	draw	near	to	hear	rather	than	to	give	the	sacrifice	of	fools,	for
they	do	not	know	that	they	do	evil.	Do	not	be	rash	with	your	mouth,	and	let	not
your	heart	utter	anything	hastily	before	God.	For	God	is	in	heaven,	and	you	on
earth;	therefore	let	your	words	be	few.”
“What	we	utter	before	God	must	come	from	the	heart,”	wrote	Matthew	Henry,

“and	therefore	we	must	not	be	rash	with	our	mouth,	never	let	our	tongue	out-run
our	 thoughts	 in	 our	 devotions;	 the	 words	 of	 our	 mouth	 must	 always	 be	 the
product	of	the	meditation	of	our	hearts.	Thoughts	are	words	to	God,	and	words
are	but	wind,	if	they	be	not	copied	from	the	thoughts.”2	No	wonder	Job	put	his
hand	over	his	mouth!

ISAIAH
	
Isaiah	6	is	the	locus	classicus	for	the	study	of	worship.	In	fact,	some	writers

have	made	it	the	biblical	passage	almost	to	the	exclusion	of	others	like	Genesis
28,	 Exodus	 34,	 and	 even	 Revelation	 1,	 4,	 and	 5.	 While	 Isaiah’s	 worship
experience	can	say	a	great	deal	to	us,	we	must	not	overdo	it;	nor	must	we	insist
that	Christian	worshipers	today	duplicate	his	experience	in	exactly	the	same	way.
We’re	 not	 sure	 where	 Isaiah	 had	 this	 transcendent	 vision	 of	 Jesus	 Christ

enthroned	 in	 heaven	 (see	 John	 12:41).	 He	 was	 probably	 in	 the	 temple.	 Since
Isaiah	prophesied	during	 the	 reign	of	King	Uzziah	 (Isa.	 1:1),	 this	 vision	 could
well	 have	 taken	 place	 while	 the	 king	 was	 still	 alive.	 To	 attempt	 to	 relate	 the
empty	 throne	on	earth	with	 the	 throne	 in	heaven,	where	God	sat	 in	glory,	 is	 to
read	 something	 into	 the	 text	 that	 Isaiah	 never	 put	 there.	 Nor	 should	 we
spiritualize	the	scene	and	say,	“Perhaps	something	in	my	life	has	to	‘die’	before	I
will	 see	Christ	 in	 all	His	 glory.”	Uzziah	was	 likely	 alive	when	 Isaiah	had	 this
life-transforming	experience,	and	the	king	simply	died	that	same	year.



Isaiah	had	a	fourfold	experience	of	worship,	and	in	this	sense,	his	experience
relates	to	us	today:	he	saw	something—Christ	in	glory;	he	heard	something—the
heavenly	praises;	he	felt	something—	conviction	of	sin	and	the	cleansing	power
of	God;	and	he	did	something—he	volunteered	for	difficult	service.
Rather	 unexpectedly,	 Isaiah	 saw	 something.	He	 saw	 “the	 Lord	 sitting	 on	 a

throne,	high	and	lifted	up”	(Isa.	6:1).	John	informs	us	that	the	prophet	saw	Jesus
Christ	 (John	 12:41).	 Isaiah	 discovered	 the	 reality	 of	 the	 invisible	world	 of	 the
spiritual.	It	was	a	mystical	experience	in	the	best	sense	of	the	word:	the	invisible
became	visible	and	the	spiritual	became	real.	It	was	a	vision	of	the	glory	of	God
and	the	holiness	of	God.	No	matter	what	might	happen	to	the	throne	on	earth,	the
throne	of	heaven	was	secure.	“God	reigns	over	the	nations;	God	sits	on	His	holy
throne”	(Ps.	47:8).
You	and	I	today	are	not	apt	to	experience	this	same	kind	of	vision,	but	we	can

still	behold	the	glory	of	the	Lord	with	the	eyes	of	the	heart	through	the	pages	of
the	Word	(Eph.	1:18).	“Grace	is	but	glory	begun,”	wrote	Jonathan	Edwards,	“and
glory	is	but	grace	perfected.”3	Jesus	saw	God’s	glory	in	the	flowers	of	the	field
and	in	the	faces	of	little	children.	Sometimes	in	the	Word,	sometimes	in	nature,
sometimes	in	a	special	experience	of	life,	perhaps	even	a	difficult	experience,	we
see	the	glory	of	God	and	our	hearts	are	lifted	up	in	worship.	“Open	your	eyes,”
said	the	mystic	Jacob	Bohme,	“and	the	whole	world	is	full	of	God.”4
Isaiah	 also	 heard	 something,	 the	 voices	 of	 the	 heavenly	 creatures	 as	 they

praised	God.	The	Hebrew	word	seraph	comes	 from	a	 root	meaning	 “to	burn,”
suggesting	 that	 the	 seraphim	are	 the	guardians	of	 the	blazing	holiness	of	God.
One	 creature	 cried	 to	 the	 other	 as	 the	 antiphonal	 praise	 rang	 through	 the
throneroom	of	heaven:	“Holy,	holy,	holy	is	the	LORD	of	hosts;	the	whole	earth	is
full	of	His	glory!”
As	 the	 seraphim	praised	God,	 the	 doorposts	 shook	 and	 the	 heavenly	 temple

was	filled	with	smoke,	suggesting	the	judgment	of	God	(Ps.	74:1).	Isaiah	saw	a
vivid	portrayal	of	the	holiness	of	God,	His	holy	throne,	His	holy	justice,	and	His
holy	judgment	against	sin.
God’s	 holiness	 is	 His	 divine	 perfection,	 that	 which	makes	Him	 unique	 and

separated	from	anyone	else	and	everything	else.	God	is	set	apart;	He	is	separate.
The	prophet	 immediately	sensed	his	own	sinfulness	and	openly	confessed	 it	 to
the	one	he	knew	as	the	Holy	One	of	Israel	(see	5:19).	The	angelic	beings	could
praise	God	because	 their	 lips	were	pure,	but	 Isaiah’s	 lips	were	unclean	and	he
was	a	man	undone.
It’s	a	good	thing	when	our	vision	of	God’s	holiness	leads	us	to	the	confession

of	 our	 own	 sinfulness.	 The	 prophet	 had	 pronounced	 “Woe!”	 on	 the	 sinners	 in



Judah	(5:8,	11,	18,	20,	21,	22),	but	first	he	had	pronounced	“Woe!”	upon	himself.
It’s	not	enough	in	our	worship	only	to	see	the	Lord,	for	if	we	truly	see	Him	as	He
is,	we	will	also	see	ourselves	as	we	are.
Isaiah	saw	something	and	heard	something,	but	he	also	felt	something.	One	of

the	seraphim	interrupted	his	worship	to	bring	Isaiah	the	cleansing	that	he	needed.
It’s	important	to	see	the	throne,	but	it’s	also	important	to	see	the	altar,	the	place
of	 sacrifice	 for	 sins.	 A	 throne	 without	 an	 altar	 would	 mean	 conviction	 and
condemnation,	not	cleansing.
The	prophet	felt	the	live	coal,	but	that	wasn’t	all;	he	also	received	the	word	of

forgiveness:	 “Your	 iniquity	 is	 taken	 away,	 and	 your	 sin	 purged”	 (v.	 7).	 Our
worship	 experience	 is	 incomplete	 and	 vulnerable	 if	 it	 produces	 conviction	 but
doesn’t	lead	to	cleansing.	Satan	the	accuser	would	like	nothing	better!
It’s	 unfortunate	 that	 we	 often	 minimize	 the	 importance	 of	 feelings	 in	 our

experience	 of	 worship.	 We	 preach	 about	 presenting	 our	 bodies	 as	 a	 living
sacrifice	(Rom.	12:1,	2),	but	then	we	want	to	anesthetize	our	nervous	system	and
eliminate	normal	 emotional	 responses.	Our	 churches	 are	 filled	with	 icy	people
like	 Michal,	 David’s	 wife,	 who	 criticized	 her	 husband	 because	 he	 was	 too
fervent	in	his	worship	(2	Sam.	6:20).	While	we	certainly	want	to	avoid	shallow
emotionalism,	we	dare	not	grieve	the	Holy	Spirit	in	our	desire	to	be	“proper.”	I
want	to	feel	something	within	as	I	worship	God—a	sense	of	glorious	wonder,	a
joyful	acceptance,	a	brokenness	because	of	sin,	an	empowering	of	His	Spirit,	a
release	 from	 burdens	 and	 shackles—	whatever	 it	 is	 He	 has	 for	me	 as	 I	 come
before	His	holy	throne.
We	 dare	 not	 manufacture	 religious	 feelings,	 or	 seek	 to	 duplicate	 the

experiences	of	other	saints	of	God.	But	neither	should	we	quench	 the	Spirit	 (1
Thess.	5:19)	and	tell	Him	what	He	can	and	cannot	do.	If	our	hearts	are	sincere,	if
we	 know	 the	 Word	 of	 God,	 and	 if	 we	 are	 yielded	 to	 the	 Spirit,	 we	 will
experience	just	what	God	wants	us	to	experience,	and	He	will	be	glorified.	To	be
sure,	we	must	be	alert	to	the	fact	that	there	are	false	spirits	that	want	to	give	us	a
spurious	 experience	 of	 worship,	 and	 we	 must	 “test	 the	 spirits”	 to	 make	 sure
we’re	not	being	deceived	(1	John	4:1–6).
If	Isaiah’s	experience	stopped	here,	it	wouldn’t	be	true	spiritual	worship.	The

prophet	went	on,	however,	to	do	something:	he	surrendered	himself	 to	God	for
His	 special	 service.	 “Here	 am	 I!	 Send	me”	 (v.	 8).	 His	 experience	 began	with
sight—he	saw	the	Lord.	It	led	to	insight—he	saw	himself	as	a	defiled	sinner.	But
the	end	result	was	vision—he	saw	the	need	and	volunteered	to	do	the	work	God
wanted	him	to	do.	Real	worship	always	leads	to	service.
If	worship	 is	 to	 be	 a	 transforming	 experience,	 then	 it	must	 result	 in	 service

that	 transforms	 the	world.	 It	was	while	Paul	and	Barnabas	were	ministering	 to



the	 Lord	 at	 Antioch	 that	 God	 called	 them	 to	 carry	 the	 gospel	 to	 the	 Gentiles
(Acts	13:1–3).	The	Greek	word	translated	minister	means	“to	perform	a	priestly
service.”	Like	 the	prophet	 Isaiah,	Paul	and	Barnabas	had	a	worship	experience
that	transformed	them	into	missionaries.
The	nation	needed	the	Word,	and	God	needed	a	messenger.	Both	needs	were

met	when	Isaiah,	a	worshiper,	said,	“Here	am	I!	Send	me.”	Perhaps	there	would
be	 more	 volunteers	 today	 if	 our	 churches	 were	 engaged	 more	 in	 spiritual
worship.	A	recent	mailing	from	one	evangelical	mission	board	informs	me	that
they	need	over	three	hundred	workers	for	twenty-three	different	fields!
ENTER	TO	WORSHIP—DEPART	TO	SERVE!	is	a	sign	I	often	see	over	the	doors	of

church	buildings	as	I	exit,	and	I	agree	with	it	completely.	If	 in	our	worship	we
have	sensed	 the	holiness	and	glory	of	God,	and	 if	we	have	 felt	 the	 joy	of	 sins
forgiven,	then	we	are	ready	to	go	out	to	serve	Him,	no	matter	how	difficult	the
task.	 “The	 previous	 experiences	made	 Isaiah	 quick	 to	 hear	God’s	 call,”	wrote
Alexander	 Maclaren,	 “and	 willing	 to	 respond	 to	 it	 by	 personal	 consecration.
Take	the	motive-power	of	redemption	from	sin	out	of	Christianity,	and	you	break
its	mainspring,	so	that	the	clock	will	only	tick	when	it	is	shaken.	It	is	the	Christ
who	 died	 for	 our	 sins	 to	 whom	 men	 say,	 ‘Command	 what	 Thou	 wilt,	 and	 I
obey.’”5

EZEKIEL	AND	DANIEL
	
The	 worship	 experiences	 of	 the	 prophets	 Ezekiel	 and	 Daniel	 were	 unique.

They	saw	visions,	 they	felt	 the	hand	of	God,	and	they	heard	the	voice	of	God;
often,	 their	 experience	 of	 God	 left	 them	 prostrate.	 Daniel’s	 receiving	 of
prophetic	 truth	actually	made	him	ill,	and	Ezekiel’s	visions	aroused	the	enmity
of	some	of	the	other	Jews.	It	wasn’t	easy	for	either	of	these	men	to	worship	God;
they	paid	a	price.
I	 rarely	participate	 in	 “prophetic	 conferences,”	not	because	 I	 question	 either

their	content	or	intent,	but	because	I	often	fail	to	detect	that	necessary	ingredient
of	worship.	The	emphasis	is	on	“God’s	program,”	not	God’s	Person.	The	Book
of	Revelation	is	frequently	presented	as	the	revelation	of	future	events,	and	not,
as	it	is	in	truth,	“the	revelation	of	Jesus	Christ.”
When	 worship	 and	 prophecy	 are	 divorced,	 the	 result	 is	 mere	 religious

curiosity,	 and	 this	 often	 leads	 to	 division.	 Ezekiel	 and	Daniel	 saw	God,	 not	 a
prophetic	chart,	and	it	cost	them	something	to	see	Him.	The	prophets	were	men
who	knew	God	and	therefore	had	the	right	to	pull	back	the	veil	and	look	into	the
future.	Even	the	apostle	John	was	personally	overwhelmed	as	he	witnessed	the



unfolding	drama	of	God’s	redemptive	plan	for	the	world,	to	the	point	of	falling
down	to	worship	the	angel	who	was	guiding	him!
In	my	library,	I	have	at	least	four	shelves	of	books	devoted	to	prophecy.	Few

of	 them	 emphasize	 worship.	 Some	 of	 the	 commentators	 on	 Revelation	 either
minimize	or	ignore	the	worship	emphasis	of	that	exciting	book.	Commenting	on
the	numerous	worship	hymns	 in	Revelation,	 the	 late	Dr.	Merrill	Tenney	wrote:
“In	these	expressions	may	be	found	the	essence	of	worship	which	pervades	the
entire	Apocalypse.	They	breathe	a	sense	of	awe	at	the	power	of	God	exercised	in
judgment,	and	a	deep	gratitude	for	the	work	of	redemption.”6
If	we	 keep	worship	 central	 in	 our	 prophetic	 studies	 and	 preaching,	 then	we

will	have	an	easier	time	keeping	our	priorities	straight.	We	will	see	future	events
in	 the	 light	of	God’s	glory	and	grace,	and	not	 just	His	divine	government.	We
will	stop	debating	over	 less	 important	details	and	start	seeing	 the	“big	picture”
that	 reveals	 the	 greatness	 of	God.	 If	 the	 study	of	 prophecy	makes	me	want	 to
argue	instead	of	worship,	there’s	something	wrong	with	my	studies.
Early	 in	my	ministry,	 I	preached	a	 long	sermon	about	 the	coming	of	Christ,

into	which	I	packed	everything	I	thought	I	knew	about	prophecy.	A	pastor	friend
was	in	the	congregation	that	evening,	and	he	said	to	me	after	the	service,	“I	think
you	 told	me	more	about	prophecy	 than	 I	 really	wanted	 to	know!	Frankly,	 I’ve
moved	off	the	Program	Committee	and	now	I’m	on	the	Welcoming	Committee.”
I	got	the	point.
I’m	not	likely	to	have	the	same	visions	and	revelations	as	Ezekiel	and	Daniel,

since	 these	 two	 devoted	 prophets	 have	 recorded	 their	 experiences	 for	 my
learning.	But	I	do	want	to	cultivate	the	same	worshipful	attitude	as	the	prophets,
so	 that	 I	 am	 indeed	glorying	 in	 Jesus	Christ	 and	not	boasting	of	my	prophetic
insight.	I	want	to	be	on	the	Welcoming	Committee.

MARY	OF	BETHANY
	
We	must	not	overlook	Mary	of	Bethany	and	the	worship	experience	she	had	at

the	feet	of	Jesus.	Here	is	the	record:

Then,	six	days	before	the	Passover,	Jesus	came	to	Bethany,	where	Lazarus	was	who	had	been
dead,	whom	He	had	raised	from	the	dead.	There	 they	made	Him	a	supper;	and	Martha	served,	but
Lazarus	was	one	of	those	who	sat	at	the	table	with	Him.	Then	Mary	took	a	pound	of	very	costly	oil
of	spikenard,	anointed	the	feet	of	Jesus,	and	wiped	His	feet	with	her	hair.	And	the	house	was	filled
with	 the	 fragrance	 of	 the	 oil.	 Then	 one	 of	His	 disciples,	 Judas	 Iscariot,	 Simon’s	 son,	 who	would
betray	Him,	 said,	 “Why	was	 this	 fragrant	 oil	 not	 sold	 for	 three	 hundred	 denarii	 and	 given	 to	 the
poor?”	This	he	said,	not	that	he	cared	for	the	poor,	but	because	he	was	a	thief,	and	had	the	money
box;	and	he	used	to	take	what	was	put	in	it.	Then	Jesus	said,	“Let	her	alone;	she	has	kept	this	for	the



day	of	My	burial.	For	the	poor	you	have	with	you	always,	but	Me	you	do	not	have	always.”
	

JOHN	12:1–8

Mark	adds	these	significant	words:
	

“She	 has	 done	 what	 she	 could.	 She	 has	 come	 beforehand	 to	 anoint	 My	 body	 for	 burial.
Assuredly,	I	say	to	you,	wherever	this	gospel	is	preached	in	the	whole	world,	what	this	woman	did
will	also	be	told	as	a	memorial	to	her.”

	
MARK	14:8–9

Mary’s	 experience	 took	 place	 right	 in	 her	 own	 home.	 By	 her	 devotion	 to
Christ,	she	transformed	her	home	into	a	temple.	We	get	the	impression	that	she
caught	 the	 guests	 by	 surprise,	 although	 it	 is	 likely	 that	 her	 brother	 and	 sister
knew	of	her	plans.	She	gave	lavishly,	and	she	did	it	because	she	loved	her	Lord
deeply.
She	did	what	 she	did	 in	order	 to	please	 Jesus	Christ	 and	not	 to	 impress	 the

disciples.	Because	 it	was	 for	Him,	Mary	didn’t	 count	 the	 cost.	Cheap	worship
that	only	seeks	to	“get	by”	could	never	win	the	approval	of	the	Lord.	Mary	had
the	same	attitude	of	heart	that	motivated	David:	“I	will	not	take	what	is	yours	for
the	LORD,”	 he	 told	Ornan,	 “nor	offer	burnt	offerings	with	 that	which	 costs	me
nothing”	 (1	 Chron.	 21:24).	 The	 minute	 we	 start	 to	 count	 the	 cost,	 we	 stop
worshiping	God	sincerely.
The	image	of	“fragrance”	is	a	good	one	for	worship,	for	it	illustrates	some	of

the	beautiful	aspects	of	worship	that	are	often	ignored.	Is	there	anything	useful
or	 helpful	 in	 a	 lovely	 fragrance?	To	 be	 sure,	 perfume	 can	 cover	 the	 offensive
odors	 that	 sometimes	 come	 along,	 but	 in	 the	 house	 at	 Bethany	 there	were	 no
such	 odors.	 If	 anything,	 the	 house	 probably	 was	 filled	 with	 the	 fragrance	 of
delicious	food!
The	person	who	worships,	who	gives	his	or	her	best,	brings	a	fragrance	to	life,

indefinable,	 perhaps	 even	mysterious,	 so	 that	 ordinary	 places	 become	 fragrant
with	 the	 presence	 of	 Christ.	 The	 priest	 who	 burned	 the	 incense	 daily	 at	 the
golden	altar	was	bound	to	pick	up	some	of	that	fragrance	and	carry	it	with	him
wherever	he	went.
Because	of	her	unselfish	act	of	worship,	Mary	brought	joy	to	the	heart	of	the

Master.	He	was	pleased	with	what	she	did.	The	blessing	spread	 throughout	 the
house.	It	brought	out	the	best	in	Mary	and	the	worst	in	Judas!	She	was	unmoved
by	the	disciples’	criticism	(they	all	agreed	with	Judas),	because	her	only	desire
was	to	please	Jesus	Christ.
The	beauty	and	fragrance	of	her	act	of	worship	did	not	stop	in	the	little	home



in	 Bethany.	 The	 blessing	 has	 spread	 throughout	 the	 whole	 world!	 And	 it	 has
continued	 to	 spread	 wherever	 the	Word	 of	 God	 is	 shared	 with	 people.	Never
underestimate	 the	 blessed	 consequences	 of	 one	 adoring	 act	 of	 worship!	Your
private	devotions	in	your	own	home	can	have	spiritual	repercussions	around	the
world.
“For	we	are	to	God	the	fragrance	of	Christ	among	those	who	are	being	saved

and	among	those	who	are	perishing”	(2	Cor.	2:15).	When	we	give	ourselves	to
Him	 in	worship,	we’re	 sharing	 the	 fragrance	with	Him	and	with	others.	We’re
releasing	 a	 spiritual	 perfume	 that	 can	 bring	 joy	 to	 people	we	will	 never	meet
until	we	arrive	in	glory.
This	 brief	 survey	 of	 the	 worship	 experience	 of	 a	 select	 group	 of	 Bible

personalities	 reminds	 us	 that	 God	 is	 interested	 in	 variety.	 Each	 experience	 is
different,	 just	as	each	person	is	different.	We	today	aren’t	required	to	duplicate
their	experiences,	but	we	are	expected	to	give	the	same	kind	of	devotion	to	the
Lord.	 No	worship	 experience	was	 final;	 there	 was	 always	 something	more	 to
learn	 and	 to	 do.	 The	 accidentals	 must	 remain	 in	 history;	 we	 dare	 not	 imitate
them.	The	essentials	have	belonged	 to	God’s	people	 since	Adam	built	his	 first
altar.
We	must	focus	on	God	and	not	on	achieving	an	experience.
We	must	be	sincere,	open,	and	honest	with	Him.
We	must	give	our	best,	and	do	so	because	we	love	Him.
We	must	look	beyond	events	and	experiences	to	see	God	and	the	work	He	has

for	us	to	do.
We	must	be	willing	to	pay	the	price	to	get	to	know	God	better.
The	wonder	of	God	must	excite	us	and	humble	us!	But	so	must	the	wonder	of

the	church,	which	is	the	subject	of	our	next	chapter.
	

Gracious	Father,
As	 I	 read	 about	 the	 experiences	 of	 Your	 people	 as	 they	 worshiped	 You,	my

heart	and	my	soul	cry	out	for	You!
Lord,	I	don’t	want	to	imitate	their	experiences.	I	do	want	to	learn	from	them
the	joyful	blessing	of	worshiping	You	and	entering	more	deeply	 into	 the
wonder	of	it	all.

May	I	never	be	satisfied	with	myself	or	with	my	worship.	Help	me	to	hunger
and	 thirst	 after	 righteousness!	 Help	 me	 to	 seek	 after	 You	 with	 all	 my
heart!

May	the	fragrance	of	Christ	cling	to	me.	May	it	spread.	May	I	be	a	blessing
to	 the	 ends	 of	 the	 earth	 because	 I	 have	worshiped	You	 in	 spirit	 and	 in
truth.



Through	Jesus	Christ,
Amen.



Eight
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WONDER
	
In	which	we	discover	the	wonder	

of	God’s	church
	

THE	GREATEST	WONDER	that	God	has	on	earth	is	the	wonder	of	His	church.
	

One	holy	Church	of	God	appears
Through	every	age	and	race,
Unwasted	by	the	lapse	of	years,
Unchanged	by	changing	place.

—SAMUEL	LONGFELLOW1

	
Accustomed	as	we	are	to	criticizing	the	church,	we	need	to	remind	ourselves

that	God’s	 people	 are	 precious	 to	Him	 and	 that	He	 delights	 in	 their	 corporate
worship.	 As	 important	 as	 our	 private	 worship	 is,	 it	 must	 be	 balanced	 by
congregational	worship;	 and	 this	 is	where	 the	 church	 comes	 in.	 In	 this	 age	 of
individualism,	we	must	heed	the	words	of	Evelyn	Underhill:	“The	corporate	life
of	 worship	 .	 .	 .	 checks	 religious	 egotism,	 breaks	 down	 devotional	 barriers,
obliges	the	spiritual	highbrow	to	join	in	the	worship	of	the	simple	and	ignorant,
and	 in	 general	 confers	 all	 the	 supporting	 and	 disciplining	 benefits	 of	 family
life.”2

THE	CHURCH	IS	ONE
	
When	 I	 was	 being	 examined	 for	 ordination,	 I	 was	 asked	 to	 define	 the

“invisible	church.”	In	my	youthful	brashness,	I	replied,	“The	invisible	church	is
what	meets	 on	Sunday	 evening.”	Personally,	 I	 dislike	 the	 terms	visible	 church
and	invisible	church,	but	even	more	I	dislike	true	church	as	opposed	to	the	local
church.	While	no	local	church	is	perfect,	it	can	at	least	strive	to	be	“true.”
You	and	I	know	that	only	God	can	see	His	church	as	it	now	exists	in	heaven



and	on	earth.	What	we	see	is	a	mixture	of	good	and	bad,	wheat	and	tares,	and	the
more	 the	 church	becomes	 like	 the	world,	 the	more	difficult	 it	 is	 to	distinguish
between	 the	 real	 and	 the	 counterfeit.	 Yet,	 with	 all	 its	 spots	 and	 wrinkles,	 the
church	is	still	 the	Body	of	Christ	 in	this	world,	the	worshiping	community	that
seeks	to	“proclaim	the	praises	of	Him	who	called	[them]	out	of	darkness	into	His
marvelous	light”	(1	Peter	2:9).
Zealous	Christians	who	 still	 echo	 the	 slogan	 of	 the	 1960s,	 “Jesus,	 yes!	The

church,	 no!”	 don’t	 realize	what	 they’re	 saying.	 It’s	 impossible	 to	 separate	 the
redeemed	from	their	Redeemer,	the	flock	from	the	Shepherd,	the	members	of	the
Body	from	their	exalted	Head.	Timothy	Dwight	was	fully	aware	of	the	sins	and
weaknesses	of	the	church,	but	still	he	wrote:
	

I	love	Thy	kingdom,	Lord,
The	house	of	Thine	abode,
The	Church	our	blest	Redeemer	saved
With	His	own	precious	blood.

The	wonder	of	the	church	is	not	that	we’re	a	perfect	people,	but	that	we’re	a
purchased	people.	 God	 thinks	 enough	 of	 us	 to	 redeem	 us	 with	 “the	 precious
blood	of	Christ,	as	of	a	lamb	without	blemish	and	without	spot”	(1	Peter	1:19).
In	spite	of	our	defilement	and	division,	we	are	still	“a	chosen	generation,	a	royal
priesthood,	a	holy	nation,	His	own	special	people”	(2:9).	That’s	the	wonder	of	it
all!	 And	 that’s	 why	 it’s	 tragic	 to	 see	 the	 church	 trivialized	 into	 a	 religious
audience	assembled	to	be	entertained.
Too	 often	 we	 have	 a	 narrow	 view	 of	 God’s	 church.	 We	 see	 only	 our

congregation,	 or	 perhaps	 only	 our	 denomination.	 If	 we	 belong	 to	 an
“independent”	 church	 (another	 term	 I	 dislike),	 we	 may	 revel	 in	 our	 so-called
independence	and	forget	that	no	believer	can	be	independent	of	other	believers,
for	 we	 belong	 to	 the	 same	 Body	 and	 therefore	 belong	 to	 each	 other.	 There’s
certainly	 nothing	 wrong	 with	 a	 local	 church	 being	 autonomous	 and	 self-
governing	if	it	so	desires,	but	it	must	not	cultivate	an	“independent”	spirit.
Why?	Because	an	independent	attitude	can	lead	to	pride,	and	pride	often	leads

to	criticism	and	competition.	I	once	asked	the	pastor	of	a	large	church	if	he	ever
prayed	publicly	for	any	other	church	in	the	city,	and	he	replied,	“I	wouldn’t	dare!
My	people	think	our	church	is	the	only	church	in	town!”	We’re	prone	to	wonder
how	 their	 worship	 of	 God	 is	 viewed	 in	 heaven	 when	 churches	 have	 such	 an
exclusive	attitude.
The	Body	of	Christ	never	meets	on	earth,	but	each	local	assembly	is	witness

to	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 is	 such	 a	 thing	 as	 the	Body	of	Christ	 on	 earth.	 I	 can	 sin
against	 the	church	of	Jesus	Christ	either	by	 ignoring	 it	completely	and	settling



for	 private	 worship,	 or	 by	 fellowshiping	 and	 worshiping	 with	 an	 independent
spirit	and	an	exclusive	outlook.	If	I	harbor	the	feeling	that	my	group	is	the	only
“true	church,”	then	my	worship	will	grieve	the	Spirit	of	God	and	run	headlong
against	the	teaching	of	the	Word	of	God.
This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 all	 churches	 are	 created	 equal	 because	 they’re	 not.

There	are	some	congregations	whose	doctrine	and	practice	are	so	unbiblical	that
the	faithful	believer	wouldn’t	want	 to	be	 identified	with	 them.	But	we	must	be
careful	to	“judge	nothing	before	the	time”	(1	Cor.	4:5).	Only	God	sees	the	truth
about	each	assembly.	The	church	at	Smyrna	thought	it	was	bankrupt,	but	Jesus
said	 it	 was	 rich;	 the	 church	 at	 Laodicea	 thought	 it	 was	 rich,	 but	 the	 Lord
announced	that	 it	was	“wretched,	miserable,	poor,	blind,	and	naked”	(Rev.	2:9;
3:17).
John	 Calvin	 came	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 “the	 distinguishing	 marks	 of	 the

church”	are	the	preaching	of	God’s	Word	and	the	observing	of	the	sacraments,	or
ordinances.3	 He	 felt	 that	 to	 make	 church	 government,	 liturgy,	 or	 methods	 of
ministry	tests	of	faith	and	fellowship	would	mean	going	beyond	the	boundaries
set	by	Scripture.
What	does	this	mean	to	our	worship	of	God?	Simply	this:	we	must	worship	as

those	who	 recognize	 the	greatness	of	 the	church	and	 the	glory	of	 this	 spiritual
temple	Christ	is	building.	Just	as	we	set	aside	one	day	and	one	place	for	worship,
and	thereby	consecrate	all	times	and	all	places,	so	we	meet	 in	one	assembly	of
our	choice,	and	thereby	acknowledge	all	Christian	assemblies.
If	you	ever	start	to	lose	the	sense	of	the	glory	and	wonder	of	the	church,	just

review	the	many	images	of	the	church	that	God	gives	in	His	Word.	In	his	book
Images	of	the	Church	in	the	New	Testament,	Paul	Minear	lists	nearly	a	hundred
similes	 and	 metaphors	 that	 illustrate	 the	 church	 and	 various	 aspects	 of	 its
ministry.	No	 one	 image	 says	 it	 all.	 The	 church	 is	 so	wonderful	 that	 the	 Spirit
used	dozens	of	images	to	tell	us	what	it	is	like.
It	is	unfortunate	that	churches	have	a	tendency	to	emphasize	only	one	or	two

of	 these	 rich	 images.	 Some	 congregations	 see	 themselves	 only	 as	 a	 body,	 a
family,	 or	 perhaps	 an	 army—and	 this	 attitude	 helps	 to	 determine	 the
congregation’s	 outlook	 and	 ministry.	 They	 forget	 that	 the	 church	 is	 also	 a
priesthood,	a	flock	following	the	Shepherd,	and	an	athletic	team	that	must	strive
for	the	goal.	What	we	need	is	balance,	not	only	in	our	public	worship	but	also	in
our	views	of	the	church.
Sometimes	 we	 gather	 as	 a	 family	 and	 our	 worship	 is	 that	 of	 submissive

children	who	love	their	Father.	On	other	occasions	we’re	an	army,	and	we	find
ourselves	praying	with	the	early	church,	“Lord,	You	are	God,	who	made	heaven
and	 earth	 and	 the	 sea,	 and	 all	 that	 is	 in	 them.	 .	 .	 .	 Now,	 Lord,	 look	 on	 their



threats,	and	grant	 to	Your	servants	 that	with	all	boldness	 they	may	speak	Your
word”	(Acts	4:24,	29).	There	are	also	times	when	the	church	comes	as	a	bride,
expressing	 love	 for	 her	 Lord	 and	 Savior	 and	 simply	 enjoying	His	 fellowship.
Blessed	is	that	worship	leader	who	knows	the	times	and	the	seasons	and	is	able
to	discern	which	image	best	fits	the	congregation	at	a	given	time.

THE	CHURCH	IS	ORGANIZED
	
The	church	is	both	an	organism	and	an	organization,	and	we	dare	not	separate

the	one	from	the	other.	After	all,	if	an	organism	is	not	organized,	it	will	die.	Paul
and	 his	 associates	 organized	 churches;	 they	 did	 not	 leave	 behind	 nebulous
groups	of	people	who	lacked	order	and	leadership.	As	I	read	the	Book	of	Acts
and	Paul’s	Epistles,	I	get	the	impression	that	Paul	was	afraid	lest	structure	get	in
the	 way	 of	 ministry.	 It	 seems	 that	 the	 organizational	 structure	 was	 somewhat
adaptable	 and	 that	 the	 churches	 avoided	 drawing	 organizational	 charts.	 They
depended	more	on	“networks”	than	on	charts,	with	each	believer	discovering	his
or	her	gifts	and	putting	them	to	work	where	they	were	most	needed.
Even	a	 cursory	 review	of	 church	history	 reveals	 that	God	has	blessed	every

form	of	church	government	and	the	men	and	women	who	were	involved	in	them,
and	He’s	doing	so	today.	Let	each	believer	be	fully	persuaded	in	her	or	his	own
mind—and	may	we	give	 the	 same	 freedom	 to	others	 that	 they	give	 to	us.	The
important	 thing	 is	 that	God’s	 church	 is	organized	and	 that	 everything	 is	 “done
decently	 and	 in	 order”	 (1	 Cor.	 14:40).	 Too	 much	 emphasis	 on	 organization
produces	an	institution;	too	little	emphasis	may	produce	chaos.	The	believers	at
Corinth	grieved	the	Spirit	by	their	disorder,	but	the	saints	in	Thessalonica	were
in	danger	of	quenching	 the	Spirit	by	 their	overemphasis	on	order.	Again,	what
we	need	is	balance.

THE	CHURCH	IS	ACTIVE
	
We’ve	 grown	 so	 accustomed	 to	 the	 assembly	 of	God’s	 people	 that	we’re	 in

danger	of	losing	the	wonder	of	it	all.	Just	stop	to	consider	what	really	happens—
or	should	happen—when	the	people	of	God	meet	 together	 to	worship	God	and
edify	one	another.
To	begin	with,	we	congregate.	Other	groups	in	our	locality	also	meet	together,

but	 their	 meeting	 has	 little	 in	 common	 with	 the	 gathering	 together	 of	 God’s
people.	They	meet	temporarily	as	individuals,	but	we	are	a	part	of	a	permanent



union	 with	 Jesus	 Christ	 and	 each	 other,	 a	 spiritual	 union	 that	 wipes	 out	 all
distinctions.	 “There	 is	 neither	 Jew	 nor	 Greek,	 there	 is	 neither	 slave	 nor	 free,
there	is	neither	male	nor	female;	for	you	are	all	one	in	Christ	Jesus”	(Gal.	3:28).
This	is	a	miracle!	Other	groups	meet	because	of	distinctions—	wealth,	political
preference,	 occupation,	 and	 so	 forth—	 but	 the	 church	 minimizes	 the	 natural
differences	and	emphasizes	the	spiritual	oneness.
We	congregate	because	 Jesus	Christ	 is	 alive	and	coming	again.	We	meet	on

the	Lord’s	Day,	the	day	of	resurrection.	In	the	old	creation,	God	worked	for	six
days	 and	 then	 rested,	 setting	 aside	 the	 seventh	 day	 as	 a	 memorial	 of	 the
completion	of	the	old	creation.	But	in	the	new	creation,	the	church,	Jesus	Christ
finished	His	work	on	the	cross,	rested	on	the	seventh	day,	and	then	rose	from	the
dead	on	the	first	day	of	the	week.	Every	time	a	church	assembles	on	the	Lord’s
Day	 to	worship,	 it	 bears	witness	 that	 Jesus	Christ	 is	 alive.	We’re	 also	 bearing
witness	 that	 He	 is	 coming	 again—“not	 forsaking	 the	 assembling	 of	 ourselves
together,	as	is	the	manner	of	some,	but	exhorting	one	another,	and	so	much	the
more	as	you	see	the	Day	approaching”	(Heb.	10:25).
We	not	only	congregate,	we	also	celebrate,	and	we	do	it	together.	What	we	do

might	be	planned,	a	regular	ritual	that	is	accepted	and	understood;	or	what	we	do
might	be	spontaneous	and	unplanned.	It	may	be	a	balanced	combination	of	both.
The	heart	of	celebration	is	that	we	lift	our	hearts	to	God	and	express	to	Him	our
love	and	thanksgiving.	“Oh	come,	let	us	sing	to	the	LORD!	Let	us	shout	joyfully
to	the	Rock	of	our	salvation.	Let	us	come	before	His	presence	with	thanksgiving;
let	us	shout	joyfully	to	Him	with	psalms”	(Ps.	95:1,	2).
True	spiritual	celebration	delivers	us	from	“services	as	usual.”	To	be	sure,	we

need	to	guard	against	“evangelical	exhibitionists”	who	use	a	worship	service	just
to	show	off.	But	we	also	need	to	watch	out	for	worshipers	who	are	so	shackled	in
formalism	and	routine	that	there’s	no	sincere	celebration	at	all.	They	merely	go
through	the	motions.	Both	extremes	should	be	avoided.
Just	 about	 everything	 the	 assembled	 church	 does	 can	 be	 classified	 as

celebration:	 singing,	 giving	 thanks,	 sharing	 in	 the	 offering,	 encouraging	 one
another,	 reading	 and	 hearing	 the	Word	 of	God.	 It	 all	 depends	 on	 the	 spirit	 in
which	it’s	done.	If	the	worship	service	is	platform-centered,	then	we	will	be	only
spectators	 at	 a	 religious	 performance.	 But	 if	 there	 is	 true	 worship	 and
celebration,	 then	we	will	 be	participants,	 sharing	our	praise	with	 the	Lord	 and
with	His	people.
The	 wonder	 of	 the	 church	 is	 that	 its	 celebration	 never	 grows	 old.	 There’s

always	 a	 “new	 song”	 to	 sing	 to	 the	 Lord	 because	 we	 experience	 new	 grace,
discover	new	truth,	or	receive	new	reminders	of	the	blessing	of	God.
We	congregate,	we	celebrate,	and	we	commemorate.	At	 the	Lord’s	Table	we



remember	the	death,	resurrection,	and	coming	again	of	Jesus	Christ	our	Lord.	In
baptism,	we’re	 reminded	of	 the	price	He	paid	for	us	 that	we	might	 receive	 the
gift	 of	 the	Spirit	 and	 become	 a	 part	 of	 the	 body	 of	Christ.	Congregations	 that
follow	 the	Christian	Year	commemorate	 the	great	events	of	sacred	history:	our
Lord’s	 birth	 and	 baptism;	His	 death	 and	 resurrection;	 the	 coming	 of	 the	Holy
Spirit	 after	His	 ascension;	 and	 so	 forth.	These	 key	 events	 never	 grow	old,	 but
take	on	new	meaning	year	after	year.
We	 also	 communicate.	 In	 the	 preaching	 of	 God’s	 Word,	 the	 truth	 is

communicated	to	His	people;	and	in	the	singing	of	psalms	and	hymns	and	gospel
songs,	 the	 truth	 is	 likewise	 communicated	 by	 choir	 and	 congregation.	 As	 we
shall	 discover	 in	 a	 later	 chapter,	 true	worship	 involves	witness:	 to	God,	 to	 the
church,	and	to	the	lost	world.
When	 we	 gather	 to	 worship,	 we	 also	 consecrate.	 Attendance	 at	 worship

indicates	that	we	have	consecrated	our	time	to	the	Lord.	Sharing	in	the	offering
means	we	have	consecrated	our	means	to	the	Lord.	Those	who	use	their	gifts	and
talents	in	a	special	way	in	the	service	have	consecrated	them	for	the	Lord’s	use.
Before	 the	worship	ends,	we	consecrate	ourselves	 to	go	forth	 into	 the	world	to
serve	others	in	the	name	of	Christ.	“Here	am	I,	Lord!	Send	me!”
I	find,	too,	that	there	are	times	in	a	worship	service	when	I	must	contemplate

what	God	is	saying	to	me.	“Let	the	words	of	my	mouth	and	the	meditation	of	my
heart	be	acceptable	in	Your	sight,	O	LORD,	my	strength	and	my	redeemer”	(Ps.
19:14).	I	appreciate	it	when	the	worship	leader	gives	me	time	to	meditate	quietly
before	 we	move	 into	 the	 next	 part	 of	 our	 worship	 experience.	 Some	 worship
services	are	so	crowded	that	there’s	no	time	for	silence	and	for	meditation.	One
pastor	I	know	introduced	a	one-minute	silent	prayer	into	the	service,	and	several
members	of	the	church	complained	about	it.	They	admitted	that	they	had	nothing
to	think	about	for	that	long	a	time!

THE	CHURCH	IS	WONDROUS
	
When	we	 lose	 the	wonder	 of	 the	 church,	 then	what	we	 do	 as	 a	 part	 of	 the

congregation	will	be	boring	and	routine.	We	need	to	enter	the	congregation	with
that	sense	of	awe	that	God	has	privileged	us,	even	us,	to	be	a	part	of	His	church!
“Who	am	I,	O	Lord	GOD?	And	what	is	my	house,	that	You	have	brought	me	this
far?”	(2	Sam.	7:18).	If	we	come	with	open,	seeking	hearts,	the	Lord	will	meet	us
and	satisfy	our	needs.
Sometimes	I	go	to	church	to	worship	as	one	of	His	sheep,	desperately	needing

the	care	of	the	Shepherd.	“We	are	His	people	and	the	sheep	of	His	pasture”	(Ps.



100:3).	At	other	times,	I	worship	as	a	member	of	the	Body,	seeking	to	draw	from
Him	 the	 spiritual	 energy	 I	 need	 for	 ministry,	 and	 also	 seeking	 to	 minister	 to
others	in	the	Body.	Yes,	there	are	occasions	when	I	share	in	worship	as	a	soldier
in	His	army,	wounded	from	the	battles	of	the	previous	week.	There	are	also	those
times	(and	how	I	wish	there	were	more	of	them!)	when	I	simply	love	Him	as	a
part	of	His	Bride,	and	experience	the	inner	joy	and	satisfaction	that	spiritual	love
can	give.	I	recall	with	shame	that	there	was	a	time	when	I	criticized	“sentimental
Christianity,”	the	kind	expressed	by	the	mystics.	I	have	learned	that	my	emotions
must	be	involved	in	worship,	otherwise	a	part	of	me	isn’t	yielded	to	the	Lord.
The	 wonder	 of	 the	 church	 is	 the	 miracle	 of	 variety,	 vitality,	 and	 unity	 as

together	 we	 worship	 the	 Lord.	 As	 we	 yield	 to	 His	 Spirit,	 there’s	 an	 exciting
spontaneity	that	makes	each	time	of	worship	special.	When	our	worship	services
and	our	preaching	are	predictable,	the	Spirit	is	not	at	work	in	His	fullness.	This
isn’t	to	suggest	the	absence	of	planning,	for	the	Spirit	can	direct	a	worship	leader
a	week	 in	 advance	 as	well	 as	 during	 the	meeting;	 but	 it	 does	 suggest	 that	we
keep	the	windows	open	and	make	it	possible	for	the	heavenly	wind	to	blow.
Moses	said	it	perfectly:

	
Happy	are	you,	O	Israel!
Who	is	like	you,	a	people	saved	by	the	LORD,
The	shield	of	your	help
And	the	sword	of	your	majesty!
Your	enemies	shall	submit	to	you,
And	you	shall	tread	down	their	high	places.

DEUTERONOMY	33:29
	
Yes,	we	ought	to	be	a	happy	people	for	we	are	indeed	a	privileged	people.	To

think	that	God	has	called	us	to	be	a	part	of	His	people,	a	holy	congregation	that
has	been	assembling	 for	worship	 for	 centuries!	 In	 spite	of	 its	divisions	and	 its
spots	 and	 blemishes,	 the	 church	 is	 God’s	 church	 and	 we	 are	 privileged	 to
worship	Him.	What	a	wonder	 is	 the	church!	 It	has	 survived	persecutions	 from
without	 and	 problems	 from	 within.	 It	 has	 been	 attacked	 by	 its	 enemies	 and
disgraced	 and	 neglected	 by	 its	 friends,	 and	 yet	 it	 has	 survived.	 Infected	 with
heresies,	 stained	 by	 compromises,	 and	 weakened	 by	 selfishness	 and	 poor
leadership,	it	somehow	has	endured	and	still	bears	witness	in	the	world.
This	 centuries-long	 continuity	 of	 worship	 is	 a	 part	 of	 our	 rich	 heritage	 as

Christians.	 Though	 circumstances	 and	 liturgies	 change,	 one	 thing	 remains
constant:	 God’s	 people	 assemble	 to	 praise	 and	 worship	 Him.	What	 a	 thrill	 to
realize	that	we	are	a	part	of	that	“great	celebration”	that	has	included	Augustine,
Luther,	Calvin,	Woolman,	Spurgeon,	and	Wesley,	each	belonging	 to	a	different



fellowship	and	yet	each	a	part	of	the	Body	of	Christ.
What	a	wonder	is	His	church!	With	all	its	faults,	the	church	is	a	transforming

fellowship	that	can	change	our	lives	and,	through	us,	change	our	needy	world.
	

Gracious	Father,
I	confess	that	many	times	I	enter	Your	house	and	join	Your	people	with
a	heart	that	lacks	wonder.	I	take	it	all	for	granted.
Forgive	me!
Help	me	 to	 see	 the	 wonder	 of	 Your	 church.	May	 I	 see	 Your	 church	 as	 a
miracle	of	Your	grace.	May	I	never	get	accustomed	to	my	blessings	as	a
part	of	Your	family,	Your	people.

Help	me	 to	 realize	 that	Your	 church	 is	much	bigger	 than	 the	 assembly	 in
which	I	fellowship.	May	I	see	how	wide	Your	love	is!

Grant,	 O	 Lord,	 that	 I	 add	 to	 the	 vitality	 of	 the	 church	 and	 not	 be	 a
hindrance	to	the	work	of	Your	Spirit.	May	I	see	the	great	variety	You	have
put	into	Your	church,	and	may	I	not	be	afraid	of	encountering	something
new.

I	pray	in	Jesus’	Name,
Amen.



Part	3
	

WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WITNESS

	
In	 the	 average	 church	 service	 the	 most	 real	 thing	 is	 the	 shadowy	 unreality	 of	 everything.	 The
worshipper	sits	in	a	state	of	suspended	mentation;	a	kind	of	dreamy	numbness	creeps	upon	him;	he
hears	words	but	they	do	not	register,	he	cannot	relate	them	to	anything	on	his	own	life-level.

	
—A.	W.	TOZER,	THE	DIVINE

CONQUEST	(HARRISBURG,	PA.:
CHRISTIAN	PUBLICATIONS,	1950),	P.	90

And	with	great	power	the	apostles	gave	witness	to	the	resurrection	of	the	Lord	Jesus.	And	great	grace
was	upon	them	all.

	
—ACTS	4:33



Nine
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WITNESS
	
In	which	we	learn	what	it	means	

to	witness	to	God
	

WHEN	THE	CHURCH	GATHERS	 to	worship,	 it	also	gathers	 to	witness,	and	that
witness	is	threefold:	to	the	Lord,	to	the	church	itself,	and	to	the	world.	In	other
words,	balanced	worship	 includes	celebration	(witness	 to	 the	Lord),	edification
(witness	to	one	another),	and	proclamation	(witness	to	the	world).	Of	these	three,
the	most	important	is	our	witness	to	the	Lord.	If	that	isn’t	right,	then	we	will	not
be	able	to	edify	one	another	or	evangelize	the	lost.
We	don’t	go	to	church	to	worship,	because	worship	ought	to	be	the	constant

attitude	 and	 activity	 of	 the	 dedicated	 believer.	 We	 go	 to	 church	 to	 worship
publicly	and	corporately.	What	we’ve	been	doing	privately	all	week	long	we	do
publicly	as	we	gather	with	the	people	of	God	on	the	Lord’s	Day.	You	and	I	bring
to	 the	 service	 our	 own	 spiritual	 contribution	 of	 blessing,	 depending	 on	 our
personal	daily	walk	with	the	Lord.	Those	who	come	with	no	spiritual	preparation
at	all	need	to	be	ministered	to,	but	too	often	they	either	won’t	admit	their	need	or
don’t	even	realize	that	a	need	exists.
God	doesn’t	 need	 our	worship.	 “Nor	 is	He	worshiped	with	men’s	 hands,	 as

though	He	 needed	 anything,	 since	He	 gives	 to	 all	 life,	 breath,	 and	 all	 things”
(Acts	17:25).	God	doesn’t	need	our	worship,	but	He	does	seek	our	worship	and
invites	us	into	His	presence.	God	dwells	in	an	atmosphere	of	worship:	“The	host
of	heaven	worships	You”	 (Neh.	9:6).	Yet	He	 invites	 frail	humans	 to	come	and
worship	 Him!	 And	 He	 paid	 the	 dreadful	 price	 necessary	 for	 us	 to	 be	 able	 to
“draw	 near	 with	 a	 true	 heart	 in	 full	 assurance	 of	 faith,	 having	 our	 hearts
sprinkled	from	an	evil	conscience	and	our	bodies	washed	with	pure	water”	(Heb.
10:22).
But	what	does	God	do	while	we	worship?	He	knows	all	things,	so	our	worship

doesn’t	 surprise	Him.	He	owns	all	 things,	 so	our	gifts	don’t	enrich	Him.	He	 is
perfect	 in	 all	 His	 attributes,	 so	 our	 fellowship	 with	 Him	 can’t	 improve	 Him.



What,	 then,	does	our	worship	do	for	God?	When	we	witness	 to	Him	in	praise,
prayer,	and	giving,	what	is	accomplished	in	heaven?
We	may	not	be	able	to	explain	it,	but	the	Bible	declares	that	God	delights	in

His	people	and	responds	to	their	worship	and	obedience.	God	isn’t	the	prisoner
of	 His	 own	 attributes;	 He’s	 free	 to	 respond	 to	 His	 creation	 and	 His	 children.
“May	my	meditation	be	sweet	to	Him,”	prayed	the	psalmist	(104:34),	suggesting
that	God	is	pleased	when	we	think	about	Him.	God’s	divine	nature	isn’t	affected
by	our	worship,	but	His	 response	 to	our	 love	and	His	 relationship	 to	us	 in	our
walk	and	work	are	certainly	affected.	God	is	our	Father,	but	He	can’t	be	a	Father
to	us	if	we	aren’t	cultivating	His	love	(2	Cor.	6:14–7:1).
Since	God	is	a	Person,	our	worship	involves	a	personal	relationship	with	Him

and	a	personal	response	from	Him.	He’s	not	a	static	Being	who	is	“imprisoned”
or	 “paralyzed”	 by	 His	 own	 attributes	 or	 divine	 purposes.	 “But	 our	 God	 is	 in
heaven;	He	does	whatever	He	pleases”	(Ps.	115:3).	God	interacts	with	us	as	we
seek	Him,	worship	Him,	and	serve	Him.	In	ways	that	we	can’t	fully	understand,
He	 even	 enters	 into	our	 sufferings	 and	 sorrows.	 “In	 all	 their	 affliction	He	was
afflicted”	 (Isa.	63:9).	The	orthodox	 theologians	 tell	us	 that	God	 is	 self-existent
and	self-sufficient;	and	they	are	right.	But	when	God	brought	creation	into	being,
especially	 humankind,	 made	 in	 the	 image	 of	 God,	 He	 had	 to	 relate	 to	 it	 and
respond	to	it.	Certainly,	He	rejoiced	at	creation	when	He	saw	it	was	very	good,
and	certainly,	He	rejoices	when	His	people	love	Him	and	praise	Him.
I	 must	 add	 here	 a	 caution	 that	 we	 not	 make	 the	 mistake	 of	 the	 “process

theologians,”	who	 tell	 us	 that	 our	worship	personally	 enriches	God	 so	 that	He
then	becomes	a	“better	God”	as	He	“evolves	toward	perfection.”	Nothing	we	do
can	add	anything	to	God’s	essential	nature,	which	is	changeless.	In	His	essence,
God	doesn’t	change,	but	in	His	relationships	and	responses,	He	does	change.	It	is
we	who	are	enriched	by	worshiping	Him.
Another	caution:	even	 the	sincere	worship	we	present	 to	 the	Lord	must	 first

come	 from	Him	 and	 be	 generated	 by	His	 Spirit	 in	 our	 hearts.	 “For	 all	 things
come	from	You,	and	of	Your	own	we	have	given	You”	 (1	Chron.	29:14).	“We
pursue	God,”	wrote	A.	W.	Tozer,	“because,	and	only	because,	He	has	first	put	an
urge	within	us	that	spurs	us	to	the	pursuit.”1	The	priests	in	the	tabernacle	offered
sacrifices	on	an	altar	whose	fire	was	ignited	from	heaven.

SPIRITUAL	SACRIFICES
	
God’s	 people	 today	 are	 “a	 holy	 priesthood,	 to	 offer	 up	 spiritual	 sacrifices

acceptable	to	God	through	Jesus	Christ”	(1	Peter	2:5).	Exodus	29	describes	the



consecration	of	the	Old	Testament	priests,	a	ceremony	that	typifies	the	spiritual
experience	of	believers	today.	The	priest	was	cleansed	with	water,	and	we	have
been	washed	 and	made	 clean	 (1	Cor.	 6:9–11;	Titus	 3:5).	He	was	 clothed	with
special	 garments,	 and	we	 have	 been	 clothed	 in	 the	 righteousness	 of	 Christ	 (2
Cor.	5:21;	see	also	Isa.	61:10).	The	blood	was	applied	to	his	right	ear	(hear	God’s
Word),	 right	 thumb	(do	God’s	work),	and	 right	great	 toe	 (walk	 in	God’s	way),
illustrating	 the	ministry	of	 the	Holy	Spirit	 to	us.	“But	 the	anointing	which	you
have	received	from	Him	abides	in	you”	(1	John	2:27).
“Spiritual	sacrifices”	aren’t	necessarily	nonmaterial	sacrifices,	although	some

of	them	are.	The	word	means	“of	a	spiritual	quality,	related	to	the	Spirit.”	If	what
we	offer	is	given	sincerely	to	God,	in	the	Spirit,	 through	Jesus	Christ,	 then	our
gifts	 are	 acceptable	 as	 spiritual	 sacrifices.	 It’s	 the	 character	 and	 attitude	of	 the
giver	 that	 give	 value	 to	 the	 offering.	 The	 poor	widow’s	 copper	 coins	 brought
more	joy	to	the	Lord	than	did	the	rich	worshipers’	expensive	gifts	(Mark	12:41–
44).
When	the	church	is	at	worship,	giving	witness	to	God,	what	are	the	spiritual

sacrifices	that	we	should	bring?

OURSELVES
	
Perhaps	 the	 first	 and	 the	 most	 important	 sacrifice	 is	 ourselves	 as	 living

sacrifices.	“I	beseech	you	 therefore,	 brethren,	by	 the	mercies	of	God,	 that	you
present	 your	 bodies	 a	 living	 sacrifice,	 holy,	 acceptable	 to	God,	which	 is	 your
reasonable	 service	 [spiritual	 worship]”	 (Rom.	 12:1).	 Under	 the	 old	 covenant
economy,	the	worshiper	brought	a	live	animal	to	be	slain;	it	was	a	dead	sacrifice.
But	under	the	new	economy	of	grace,	we	are	living	sacrifices,	able	to	serve	the
Lord	and	glorify	Him.
Two	men	in	the	Bible	illustrate	what	it	means	to	be	a	living	sacrifice—	Isaac

(Gen.	22)	and	Jesus	Christ.	Isaac	was	a	young	man	when	he	went	with	his	father
Abraham	 to	 Mount	 Moriah	 and	 there	 was	 offered	 as	 a	 sacrifice.	 Isaac	 was
willing	to	die	so	that	he	and	his	father	might	be	obedient	to	the	Lord.	He	didn’t
die,	of	course,	because	God’s	purpose	was	to	test	Abraham’s	love,	not	 take	his
son’s	 life.	 When	 Isaac	 was	 unbound	 and	 taken	 from	 that	 altar,	 it	 was	 like	 a
resurrection	from	the	dead	(Heb.	11:17–19).	From	that	moment	on,	Isaac	was	a
living	sacrifice.
But	our	Lord	actually	died	and	arose	from	the	dead!	There	was	no	substitute

provided	 for	 him	 as	 for	 Isaac,	 because	He	was	 the	 substitute.	When	 our	 Lord
came	forth	from	the	tomb,	He	still	bore	on	His	body	the	marks	of	the	nails.	He



became	a	living	sacrifice,	and	He	remains	a	living	sacrifice	in	glory	today.	His
sacrifice	 for	 sin	 was	 completed;	 now	 He	 lives	 to	 minister	 to	 His	 people	 and
perfect	them	in	holiness	(Heb.	13:20,	21).
Note,	then,	the	characteristics	of	a	person	who	is	a	living	sacrifice:	obedient	to

the	 Father;	 willing	 to	 yield	 everything;	 no	 arguing	 or	 complaining;	 no
explanations	needed;	raised	to	enter	into	a	new	kind	of	life;	ministering	to	others.
Early	in	this	worship	pilgrimage,	we	discussed	Romans	12:1,	2,	so	there’s	no

need	 to	 repeat	 that	 discussion	 here.	You	will	 recall	 that	God	wants	 us	 to	 give
Him	our	body,	mind,	and	will;	and	that	He	renews	the	mind	and	transforms	our
life	when	we	present	ourselves	as	living	sacrifices.	I	like	to	do	this	each	morning
when	I	go	 to	my	study	for	my	devotional	 time.	By	faith,	 I	give	my	Father	my
body,	mind,	and	will,	just	as	the	Old	Testament	priest	presented	a	burnt	offering
to	the	Lord	early	each	morning.
How	does	 this	apply	 to	corporate	worship?	If	my	body	belongs	 to	 the	Lord,

then	 I	 ought	 to	 be	 present	 when	 God’s	 people	 gather	 to	 worship.	 All	 of	 the
faculties	 of	 my	 body	 should	 be	 open	 to	 His	 blessing	 and	 available	 for	 His
service.	 I	 should	 see	 to	 it	 that	 I	 am	 at	my	 best	 on	 Sunday	morning—and	 this
might	mean	saying	no	to	late-night	activities	on	Saturday	evening.	If	worship	is
important	 to	me,	 then	 I	will	 take	 care	 of	my	 body	 and	 present	 it	 to	God	 as	 a
living	sacrifice	for	His	glory.
I’ll	also	be	careful	to	fill	my	mind	with	God’s	truth	and	not	the	world’s	trash

(Phil.	4:8).	Taking	a	worldly	mind	and	a	disobedient	will	to	a	worship	service	is
an	insult	to	the	Lord	and	grieves	the	Holy	Spirit.	Not	only	will	we	miss	out	on
the	blessings	God	wants	to	share,	but	we	may	hinder	others	from	receiving	the
blessing.

PRAISE
	
If	I	have	presented	my	body	to	God	in	worship,	then	I	must	use	that	body	to

glorify	Him.	And	this	is	where	prayer	and	praise	come	in.	“Therefore	by	Him	let
us	continually	offer	 the	 sacrifice	of	praise	 to	God,	 that	 is,	 the	 fruit	of	our	 lips,
giving	 thanks	 to	His	name”	(Heb.	13:15).	This	 is	what	 the	hosts	of	heaven	are
doing	now	and	what	we	shall	all	be	doing	forever	in	glory.
We	 sometimes	 say	 that	 “talk	 is	 cheap,”	 but	God	 takes	 our	words	 seriously.

Even	our	idle	words	will	be	judged	by	God	(Matt.	12:36),	because	what	we	say
with	our	lips	really	comes	from	the	heart.	It	is	a	dangerous	thing	to	praise	God
with	lips	and	yet	have	a	heart	that	is	far	from	Him	(Matt.	15:7–9).	The	word	for
this	is	hypocrisy.



God	accepts	 the	sincere	praise	 from	our	 lips	as	 though	 it	were	an	expensive
sacrifice.	“I	will	praise	the	name	of	God	with	a	song,	and	will	magnify	Him	with
thanksgiving.	This	also	shall	please	the	LORD	better	than	an	ox	or	bull,	which	has
horns	 and	 hooves”	 (Ps.	 69:30,	 31).	 “Let	 them	 sacrifice	 the	 sacrifices	 of
thanksgiving,	and	declare	His	works	with	 rejoicing”	 (107:22).	 “Accept,	 I	pray,
the	freewill	offerings	of	my	mouth,	O	LORD”	(119:108).
If	my	praise	 is	 to	be	an	acceptable	spiritual	sacrifice,	 it	must	come	from	my

heart;	 and	 it	must	 be	 voluntary,	 not	 forced.	 It	must	 be	 a	 “freewill	 offering.”	 I
have	 a	 tendency	 to	 resist	 the	 efforts	 of	 worship	 leaders	 to	 get	 me	 to	 “sing
louder.”	 In	 fact,	 there	 are	 times	when	we	may	 not	want	 to	 sing	 and	when	we
must	depend	on	God’s	grace	 to	enable	us	 to	 sing	 (Col.	3:16).	 It’s	one	 thing	 to
praise	God	 in	 heaven	 and	 quite	 something	 else	 to	 praise	Him	 in	 prison	 (Acts
16:25)	or	before	going	out	to	die	on	a	cross	(Matt.	26:30).	That	takes	grace!
It	has	been	my	experience	 that	 sacrifice	 and	 true	praise	usually	go	 together.

Many	of	David’s	choicest	psalms	grew	out	of	difficult	situations,	as	did	some	of
the	great	hymns	of	 the	church.	True	praise	 isn’t	cheap;	 it	 is	costly.	“And	when
the	 burnt	 offering	 began,	 the	 song	 of	 the	LORD	 also	 began”	 (2	Chron.	 29:27).
Sacrifice	and	song	really	belong	together	because	true	praise	is	costly.
And	true	praise	ought	to	be	continual:	“let	us	continually	offer	the	sacrifice	of

praise	to	God”	(Heb.	13:15);	“I	will	bless	the	LORD	at	all	times;	His	praise	shall
continually	be	in	my	mouth”	(Ps.	34:1).	The	person	who	doesn’t	find	beauty	in
his	 or	 her	 own	backyard	 is	 not	 likely	 to	 find	 it	 in	 some	distant	 place;	 and	 the
Christian	who	cannot	praise	God	anywhere,	at	any	 time,	 is	not	 likely	 to	praise
Him	 enthusiastically	 in	 a	 church	 worship	 service.	 We	 don’t	 go	 to	 church	 to
praise	 God:	 we	 bring	 our	 praise	 with	 us.	 The	 worship	 service	 isn’t	 an
interruption	of	our	praise,	it’s	a	continuation	and	augmentation	of	our	praise,	as
we	join	hearts	and	voices	with	other	believers.

PRAYER
	
Prayer	is	another	spiritual	sacrifice	that	we	offer	to	God	through	Jesus	Christ.

“Let	my	prayer	be	set	before	You	as	incense,	 the	lifting	up	of	my	hands	as	the
evening	 sacrifice”	 (Ps.	 141:2).	 The	 reference	 here	 is	 to	 the	 golden	 altar	 of
incense	that	stood	before	the	veil	in	the	holy	place	of	the	Jewish	sanctuary.	Each
morning	and	evening,	when	the	priest	trimmed	the	lamps,	he	would	burn	incense
on	the	golden	altar,	the	only	offering	that	was	permitted	on	that	altar.	It	was	to	be
“a	perpetual	incense	before	the	LORD”	(Exod.	30:8).	According	to	Revelation	5:8
and	8:3,	4,	incense	symbolizes	“the	prayers	of	the	saints.”



There	were	two	altars	 in	the	tabernacle:	a	brazen	altar	at	 the	gate,	where	the
sacrifices	were	offered;	and	a	golden	altar	before	the	veil,	where	the	incense	was
burned.	You	could	not	get	to	the	golden	altar	without	first	coming	to	the	brazen
altar,	 the	 place	 where	 the	 blood	 was	 shed.	 We	 come	 to	 God	 and	 “enter	 the
Holiest	by	the	blood	of	Jesus”	(Heb.	10:19).	Furthermore,	you	could	not	get	to
the	golden	altar	without	stopping	to	wash	at	the	laver,	that	large	brass	basin	that
stood	between	the	gate	and	the	veil.	“If	I	regard	iniquity	in	my	heart,	 the	Lord
will	not	hear”	(Ps.	66:18).	In	other	words,	the	true	worshiper	must	come	to	God
through	the	blood	of	Christ	and	with	clean	hands	and	a	pure	heart.	Otherwise,	all
prayer	and	praise	is	futile.
The	fact	 that	God	specified	a	golden	altar	shows	how	important	prayer	 is	 to

Him;	 its	 position	 next	 to	 the	 Holy	 of	 Holies	 underscores	 its	 importance	 even
more.	If	prayer	is	important	to	God,	then	it	ought	to	be	important	to	us.
The	priest	had	to	prepare	himself	for	 this	ministry.	He	was	required	to	use	a

special	blending	of	fragrant	spices	(Exod.	30:34,	35)	and	nothing	extra.	The	fire
for	burning	the	incense	had	to	come	from	the	brazen	altar	(Lev.	16:12)	where	the
blood	was	shed.	Any	“strange	fire”	would	invite	the	judgment	of	God,	as	would
using	the	special	incense	for	any	other	purpose	(Exod.	30:37).
Do	 we	 prepare	 ourselves	 to	 pray?	 I’m	 not	 thinking	 of	 those	 “emergency

prayers”	that	we	send	up	to	the	throne	when	we’re	in	danger.	I’m	thinking	about
our	daily	prayers,	our	public	prayers,	our	prayers	of	worship	and	adoration.	Too
often	these	prayers	are	shallow	and	routine,	simply	because	we	haven’t	prepared
ourselves	to	pray	and	to	worship.	Of	course,	the	best	way	to	prepare	to	pray	is	to
live	a	life	of	prayer.	“Prayer	at	its	best	is	the	expression	of	the	total	life,”	wrote
A.	W.	Tozer.	 “All	 things	being	 equal,	 our	 prayers	 are	 only	 as	 powerful	 as	 our
lives.”2
But	 prepared	 incense	 is	 useless	without	 the	 fire,	 and	 this	 is	where	 the	Holy

Spirit	 comes	 in.	 “When	 thou	 prayest,”	 wrote	 John	 Bunyan	 in	 his	 quaint	 way,
“rather	let	thy	heart	be	without	words,	than	thy	words	without	heart.”	Only	the
Holy	Spirit	can	ignite	the	fire	in	the	heart	so	that	our	prayers	ascend	like	incense.
“I	have	never	found	any	who	prayed	so	well	as	those	who	had	never	been	taught
how,”	said	Madame	Guyon.	“They	who	have	no	master	in	man,	have	one	in	the
Holy	Spirit.”3
Charles	 Spurgeon	 told	 his	 pastoral	 students	 that	 he	 thought	 that	 true

preparation	for	prayer	consisted	in	“the	solemn	consideration	beforehand	of	the
importance	 of	 prayer,	 meditation	 upon	 the	 needs	 of	 men’s	 souls,	 and	 a
remembrance	 of	 the	 promises	 which	 we	 are	 to	 plead.”4	 This	 is	 good	 counsel
indeed—not	only	for	pastors	but	for	all	believers.



The	 posture	 of	 the	 body	 isn’t	 as	 important	 as	 the	 posture	 of	 the	 soul,	 the
submission	of	the	inner	person	to	the	Lord.	David	“sat	before	the	LORD”	when	he
prayed	(2	Sam.	7:18),	while	the	Pharisee	and	tax	collector	stood	in	the	temple	to
offer	their	petitions	(Luke	18:9–14).	It’s	proper	to	kneel	(Ps.	95:6;	Eph.	3:14),	to
fall	 prostrate	 (Mark	14:35;	Matt.	 26:39),	 and	 to	 lift	 your	 hands	 to	 the	Lord	 (1
Tim.	2:8).	Sometimes	our	praying	 is	quiet	communion;	at	other	 times,	we	find
ourselves	“laboring	fervently	.	.	.	in	prayers”	(Col.	4:12).
The	important	thing	is	that	we	look	upon	our	praying	as	a	sacrifice	presented

to	the	Lord.	We	want	to	give	Him	our	best.

SERVICE	AND	GIVING
	
“But	 do	not	 forget	 to	 do	good	 and	 to	 share,	 for	with	 such	 sacrifices	God	 is

well	pleased”	(Heb.	13:16).	Here	we	have	the	sacrifice	of	service	and	the	sharing
of	material	goods.	We	don’t	do	good	works	 in	order	 to	earn	God’s	acceptance,
nor	 do	 we	 bring	 material	 gifts	 (usually	 money)	 in	 order	 to	 purchase	 God’s
blessing.	 Sharing	 ourselves	 and	 our	 possessions	 with	 others	 is	 evidence	 that
we’ve	 already	 trusted	 Christ	 and	 are	 members	 of	 His	 family.	 “Now	 all	 who
believed	were	together,	and	had	all	things	in	common”	(Acts	2:44).
Christian	 service	 must	 be	 an	 act	 of	 worship;	 otherwise,	 it	 will	 become	 a

terrible	burden.	Whether	we’re	teaching	the	Word,	singing	in	the	choir,	sweeping
the	floor,	or	visiting	the	sick	and	lonely,	our	motive	must	be	to	please	and	glorify
the	 Lord.	 Once	 we	 start	 to	 worry	 about	 criticism	 or	 praise,	 we’ll	 become
intimidated	 and	 lose	 the	 blessing	 that	 comes	 to	 those	 who	 serve	 God	 for	 His
pleasure	alone.
Christian	 giving	 must	 also	 be	 an	 act	 of	 worship,	 whether	 we’re	 putting	 an

offering	 envelope	 in	 the	 plate	 or	 sharing	 our	 home	with	 a	 visiting	missionary.
When	 the	Philippian	church	sent	Paul	a	missionary	gift,	he	saw	 it	as	an	act	of
worship	and	their	gift	as	a	beautiful	sacrifice	to	the	Lord.	“Indeed	I	have	all	and
abound.	I	am	full,	having	received	from	Epaphroditus	the	things	sent	from	you,	a
sweet-smelling	 aroma,	 an	 acceptable	 sacrifice,	 well	 pleasing	 to	 God”	 (Phil.
4:18).
Too	often	our	giving	is	motivated	by	guilt	instead	of	grace.	“So	let	each	one

give	as	he	purposes	in	his	heart,	not	grudgingly	or	of	necessity;	for	God	loves	a
cheerful	giver”	(2	Cor.	9:7).	Giving	comes	from	the	heart,	and	the	heart	of	giving
is	the	recognition	of	the	grace	of	God.	Giving	becomes	an	act	of	worship	when	it
comes	from	our	heart	and	when	we	give	only	 to	please	God.	If	more	of	God’s
people	would	 learn	 the	meaning	of	 spiritual	worship,	 there	would	be	plenty	of



money	to	meet	the	needs	of	ministries	at	home	and	overseas.
The	prophet	Malachi	delivered	his	message	to	a	group	of	priests	who	were	not

giving	God	their	best.	They	were	bored	with	their	service	(“What	a	weariness!”)
and	 were	 putting	 imperfect	 sacrifices	 on	 the	 altar.	 “And	 you	 bring	 the	 stolen
[which	cost	them	nothing!],	the	lame,	and	the	sick;	thus	you	bring	an	offering!”
(1:13).	“And	when	you	offer	the	blind	as	a	sacrifice,	is	it	not	evil?	And	when	you
offer	the	lame	and	sick,	is	it	not	evil?	Offer	it	then	to	your	governor!	Would	he
be	pleased	with	you?	Would	he	accept	you	 favorably?”	 (1:8).	And	yet	Sunday
after	 Sunday,	 God’s	 people	 bring	 offerings	 to	 the	 Lord	 that	 they	 would	 be
embarrassed	to	give	their	family	or	friends	as	birthday	or	Christmas	gifts!
It	 is	 interesting	 to	 see	 the	 different	 ways	 churches	 receive	 offerings.	 One

church	I	pastored	had	boxes	at	the	exits	and	the	worshipers	dropped	their	gifts	in
as	 they	 entered	 the	 sanctuary.	Most	 churches	pass	offering	plates	or	 collection
bags.	 Some	 congregations	march	 past	 offering	 plates	 and	 some	 congregations
march	past	the	communion	table	and	drop	their	offerings	in	plates.	However	it’s
done,	the	offering	must	be	an	act	of	worship	as	we	bring	our	spiritual	sacrifices
to	the	Lord.

A	BROKEN	HEART
	
Perhaps	the	most	costly	of	the	spiritual	sacrifices	is	the	one	David	mentions	in

Psalm	51:16,	17—“For	You	do	not	desire	sacrifice,	or	else	I	would	give	it;	You
do	 not	 delight	 in	 burnt	 offering.	 The	 sacrifices	 of	 God	 are	 a	 broken	 spirit,	 a
broken	and	a	contrite	heart—	these,	O	God,	You	will	not	despise.”
David’s	broken	heart	was	not	self-pity	or	 temporary	regret	over	his	sins	and

the	 suffering	 that	 he	 brought	 to	 himself	 and	 others.	 It	 was	 the	 result	 of	 deep
repentance.	As	you	read	Psalm	51,	you	see	that	David	saw	his	sins	in	the	light	of
God’s	 grace	 and	 goodness,	 and	 this	 broke	 his	 heart.	 It’s	 not	 our	 badness	 that
leads	us	to	repentance;	it’s	the	goodness	of	God.	“Do	you	despise	the	riches	of
His	goodness,	forbearance,	and	longsuffering,	not	knowing	that	the	goodness	of
God	leads	you	to	repentance?”	(Rom.	2:4).	It	was	when	the	prodigal	son	thought
of	the	bounty	of	his	father’s	table	that	he	repented	and	went	back	home.
God’s	warning	to	Israel	in	the	past,	and	to	the	church	today,	is,	“Do	not	harden

your	hearts!”	This	is	one	of	the	major	themes	of	the	Book	of	Hebrews:	“Today,	if
you	will	hear	His	voice,	do	not	harden	your	hearts”	(3:7,	8,	15;	4:7).	Saints	with
hard	 hearts	 can’t	 worship	 God	 and	 please	 Him.	 Their	 worship	 is	 only	 a
comfortable	religious	routine	that	leaves	them	farther	from	God	than	when	they
started.	 The	 scribes	 and	 Pharisees	 were	 very	 religious	 and	 careful	 about	 their



duties,	 yet	 they	grieved	 the	Lord	 Jesus	by	 the	hardening	of	 their	 hearts	 (Mark
3:5).
What	are	some	of	the	marks	of	a	hard	heart?	An	unwillingness	to	admit	and

confess	our	own	sins.	A	bitter	spirit	toward	another	believer.	An	unwillingness	to
forgive.	 A	 resistance	 to	 the	Word	 of	 God.	 An	 inflexible	 attitude	 that	 can’t	 be
taught	or	changed.	A	feeling	that	our	way	is	always	the	right	way	and	the	only
way.	A	fear	of	change	and	an	unwillingness	to	learn	new	things.	A	refusal	to	let
people	 get	 “too	 close.”	 A	 touchiness	 of	 spirit,	 a	 supersensitive	 attitude	 that
makes	 it	 difficult	 for	people	 to	get	 along	with	us.	Being	preoccupied	with	our
own	needs	and	not	being	concerned	about	the	needs	of	others.
God	has	some	special	blessings	for	those	who	cultivate	a	broken	spirit	and	a

broken	 and	 contrite	 heart.	 “Heaven	 is	 My	 throne,	 and	 earth	 is	 My	 footstool.
Where	is	the	house	that	you	will	build	Me?	And	where	is	the	place	of	My	rest?
For	all	those	things	My	hand	has	made,	and	all	those	things	exist,	says	the	LORD.
But	on	this	one	will	I	look:	on	him	who	is	poor	and	of	a	contrite	spirit,	and	who
trembles	at	My	word”	(Isa.	66:1,	2).
“The	 LORD	 is	 near	 to	 those	 who	 have	 a	 broken	 heart,”	 wrote	 David,	 “and

saves	 such	 as	have	 a	 contrite	 spirit”	 (Ps.	 34:18).	 “He	heals	 the	broken-hearted
and	binds	up	their	wounds”	(147:3).
“For	thus	says	the	High	and	Lofty	One	who	inhabits	eternity,	whose	name	is

Holy:	 ‘I	 dwell	 in	 the	 high	 and	 holy	 place,	 with	 him	 who	 has	 a	 contrite	 and
humble	spirit,	 to	 revive	 the	spirit	of	 the	humble,	and	 to	 revive	 the	heart	of	 the
contrite	ones’”	(Isa.	57:15).
When	we	worship	God	as	we	should,	we	bring	to	Him	a	broken	heart	and	a

humble	 spirit.	 The	more	we	worship,	 the	more	 our	 hearts	 are	 humbled	 before
Him.	 There’s	 no	 room	 for	 pride	 in	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 Lord.	 Abraham	 stood
before	 the	Lord	and	saw	himself	as	“dust	and	ashes”	 (Gen.	18:27).	 Isaiah	 saw
himself	as	an	unclean	man	with	unclean	lips,	and	Job	cried	out,	“I	am	vile!”	(Job
40:4).	When	Simon	Peter	saw	the	blessing	of	God,	he	fell	down	before	Jesus	and
cried,	 “Depart	 from	me,	 for	 I	 am	a	 sinful	man,	O	Lord!”	 (Luke	5:8).	Some	of
God’s	choicest	gifts	are	for	those	who	know	the	blessing	of	a	broken	heart.
Worship	involves	witness,	and	witness	begins	with	our	witnessing	to	God.	We

bring	 to	Him	“spiritual	 sacrifices”	and	offer	 them	with	gratitude	 to	Him.	 In	so
doing,	we	glorify	Him	and	we	 edify	ourselves	 and	others.	 It’s	 this	ministry	of
edification—the	 by-product	 of	 celebration—	 that	 is	 the	 subject	 of	 our	 next
chapter.
	

Gracious	Father	in	Heaven,
I	 confess	 that	 I	 have	 often	 brought	 to	 You	 sacrifices	 that	 were	 unworthy.



Instead	of	bringing	the	firstfruits,	I	brought	the	leftovers.
Instead	 of	 bringing	 what	 really	 cost	 me	 something,	 I	 brought	 You	 the
easiest	and	the	cheapest	thing.

Forgive	me!
Help	 me	 to	 see	 that	 all	 of	 life	 is	 an	 opportunity	 to	 present	 spiritual
sacrifices	to	You.	My	words	and	my	works	are	just	as	much	offerings	to
You	as	my	wealth.

What	a	privilege	 it	 is	 to	be	one	of	Your	priests!	Help	me	 to	minister	as	 I
should,	and	may	my	spiritual	sacrifices	please	You.

Through	Christ	our	Lord,
Amen.



Ten
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WITNESS
	
In	which	we	learn	what	it	means	

to	witness	to	one	another
	

IF	WORSHIP	HAD	ONLY	A	VERTICAL	DIMENSION	and	we	witnessed	only	to	God,
then	this	pilgrimage	we’re	on	would	end	right	here.	But	worship	has	a	horizontal
dimension:	we	witness	 to	 one	 another	 in	 the	 church	 and	we	witness	 to	 a	 lost
world	outside	 the	 church.	 It’s	 not	 enough	 that	 I	am	 transformed	by	worship;	 I
must	also	help	to	transform	others,	and	I	should	allow	others	to	be	used	by	God
to	transform	me.	One	of	the	tests	of	a	spiritual	gathering	is	whether	we	leave	it
better	persons	than	when	we	entered	it.	“I	do	not	praise	you,”	Paul	wrote	to	the
Corinthians,	 “since	you	 come	 together	not	 for	 the	better	 but	 for	 the	worse”	 (1
Cor.	11:17).

In	 my	 own	 pilgrim	 journey,	 there	 have	 been	 high	 and	 holy	 hours	 when	 I
came	away	from	the	worship	service	having	seen	the	glory	of	God	and	heard	His
voice	 speaking	 specifically	 to	 me.	 One	 such	 occasion	 was	 a	 seminary	 chapel
service	when	the	president’s	message	burned	its	way	into	my	soul	and	confirmed
in	me	my	 calling	 to	 preach	 the	Word.	Another	 occasion	was	 a	 Sunday	 school
gathering	where	the	youthful	speaker,	without	knowing	it,	put	iron	into	my	soul
and	fortified	me	to	continue	ministering	at	a	difficult	time.
I	recall	a	midweek	service	when,	after	giving	the	message,	I	sat	down	in	the

front	pew	and	began	to	weep.	It	had	been	a	difficult	week,	and	I	felt	as	though	I
could	never	take	another	one.	The	people	gathered	around	me,	encouraged	me,
prayed	 for	me,	 and	 the	 Lord	 broke	 through	 the	 clouds	 and	 caused	 the	 sun	 to
shine.
Even	now,	as	I	look	back	over	half	a	century	of	ministry,	I	can	hear	the	hymns

and	see	the	faces	of	the	worshipers	in	services	where	God	touched	my	life.	Too
often,	like	Thomas,	we	miss	the	meeting	and	therefore	lose	the	blessing.



THE	MINISTRY	OF	EDIFICATION
	
What	are	 the	saints	supposed	 to	do	when	 they	get	 together	 to	worship	God?

Nowhere	in	the	Bible	are	we	given	an	order	of	service.	First	Corinthians	14:26	is
perhaps	 the	 closest	 thing	 we	 have	 to	 a	 description	 of	 what	 went	 on	 in	 the
apostolic	church:	“Whenever	you	come	together,	each	of	you	has	a	psalm,	has	a
teaching,	has	a	 tongue,	has	a	revelation,	has	an	interpretation.	Let	all	 things	be
done	for	edification.”	In	some	churches,	the	problem	is	just	the	opposite:	when
we	come	together,	very	few	people	have	anything	to	share!	If	a	minister	wants	to
quiet	down	a	meeting,	one	of	the	best	ways	is	to	ask	for	personal	testimonies	or
words	of	edification.	On	the	other	hand,	some	churches	have	the	same	problem
the	 Corinthian	 Christians	 faced:	 so	 many	 people	 want	 to	 participate	 that	 the
result	is	confusion	rather	than	edification.
Perhaps	we’ve	been	so	wrapped	up	in	the	content	of	the	worship	service	that

we’ve	 neglected	 the	 intent.	 I	 must	 confess	 that	 I’m	 not	 at	 all	 stirred	 by	 the
liturgists	who	debate	ancient	orders	of	 service	and	defend	one	against	 another.
The	 problem	 of	 form	 versus	 function	 has	 challenged	 the	 church	 since	 the
election	of	the	first	deacons	(Acts	6).	When	structure	starts	to	get	in	the	way	of
ministry,	 it’s	 time	 to	make	 sensible	Spirit-directed	 changes.	There	 is	 no	 single
divinely	ordained	order	of	service	that	all	of	us	must	obey,	but	there	are	patterns
and	principles	learned	from	both	Scripture	and	church	history	that	can	guide	us.
Anglican	 Bishop	 J.	 C.	 Ryle	 found	 at	 least	 seven	 necessary	 elements	 for	 a

Christian	 worship	 service:	 (1)	 the	 honoring	 of	 the	 Lord’s	 Day;	 (2)	 ministers
leading	 the	 people;	 (3)	 the	 preaching	 of	 the	Word;	 (4)	 public	 prayer;	 (5)	 the
public	reading	of	 the	Scriptures;	(6)	public	praise;	and	(7)	 the	observing	of	 the
two	sacraments	(ordinances)	of	baptism	and	Communion.1	All	of	this	should,	of
course,	glorify	God	and	edify	His	people.
Paul	liked	the	word	edify.	He	often	used	images	from	architecture	to	illustrate

spiritual	 truths.	 Our	 English	 word	 edify	 comes	 from	 the	 Latin	 aedificare,	 “to
build.”	 The	 Greek	 word	 (oikodomeo)	 simply	 means	 “to	 build	 a	 house.”	 The
image	goes	back	to	our	Lord’s	words,	“I	will	build	My	church”	(Matt.	16:18).
When	Paul	discussed	the	use	and	abuse	of	spiritual	gifts	(1	Cor.	14),	one	of	his

major	points	was	 the	 importance	of	 edification	 in	 the	 church	 (vv.	 3–5,	 12,	 17,
26).	 It	 wasn’t	 enough	 that	 the	 worshipers	 received	 a	 blessing;	 they	 were
supposed	 to	 be	 a	 blessing	 to	 others.	 He	 emphasized	 this	 same	 truth	 when	 he
wrote	to	the	Roman	Christians	who	were	disputing	over	special	days	and	special
diets.	“Therefore	let	us	pursue	the	things	which	make	for	peace	and	the	things	by
which	one	may	edify	another”	(Rom.	14:19).
The	average	worshiper	probably	doesn’t	realize	the	tensions	that	exist	within	a



well-planned	 worship	 service.	 To	 begin	 with,	 there	 is	 a	 tension	 between	 the
individual	and	the	collective.	We	worship	as	individuals,	but	we	are	a	part	of	the
assembly,	 and	we	must	 neither	 lose	 our	 individuality	 nor	 cause	 others	 to	 lose
theirs.	Most	people	are	content	to	be	spectators,	not	participants;	and	sometimes
those	who	do	participate	have	a	tendency	to	take	over.
There	is	also	a	 tension	between	the	heritage	of	 the	past	and	the	needs	of	 the

present.	It’s	not	enough	merely	to	repeat	an	ancient	ritual	week	by	week	or	day
by	day;	what	we	do	must	have	a	bearing	on	what	we’re	experiencing	right	now.
There	is	nothing	wrong	with	ritual	so	long	as	it	doesn’t	degenerate	into	ritualism.
Ritual	 can	 beautifully	 preserve	 meaning	 and	 experience	 for	 us,	 or	 it	 can
substitute	 for	 meaning	 and	 experience.	 If	 each	 new	 generation	 doesn’t
understand	what’s	being	said	and	done,	the	ceremonies	accomplish	nothing.
At	the	same	time,	we	must	beware	of	novelty,	which	is	simply	change	for	the

sake	of	change.	While	the	ultratraditional	church	is	busy	protecting	its	roots	but
perhaps	 not	 producing	 any	 fruits,	 the	 avant-garde	 congregations	 are	 cutting
themselves	free	of	their	roots	and	becoming	tumbleweeds	that	are	“tossed	to	and
fro	and	carried	about	with	every	wind	of	doctrine”	(Eph.	4:14).	Both	extremes
must	be	avoided.
Another	difficult	area	of	tension	is	the	conflict	between	the	objective	and	the

subjective	 in	 worship.	We’re	 too	 prone	 to	 judge	 a	 worship	 experience	 by	 our
feelings	rather	than	by	the	fact	that	we	have	obeyed	God	and	tried	to	please	and
glorify	Him.	Most	of	 the	meals	we	eat	aren’t	spectacular	gourmet	productions,
yet	they	nevertheless	nourish	us.	If	we	think	primarily	of	individual	taste	and	not
eternal	truth,	we	may	end	up	with	an	experience-centered	service	that	ignores	the
past	 in	 order	 to	 gratify	 present	 appetites.	 People	who	 run	 from	 one	 church	 to
another,	searching	for	 the	“perfect	worship	experience”	are	impoverishing	both
themselves	and	the	church—and	they’re	chasing	a	religious	mirage.
In	other	words,	true	worshipers	are	really	walking	a	knife’s	edge!	They	want

renewal	but	not	novelty,	personal	enrichment	but	not	at	the	expense	of	corporate
blessing,	 tradition	 but	 not	 empty	 ritualism,	 and	 objective	 truth	 that	 helps	 to
produce	a	satisfying	subjective	experience.	We	certainly	won’t	enjoy	this	kind	of
creative	 balance	 every	 single	 time	 we	 attend	 worship,	 but	 at	 least	 we’ll	 have
something	to	help	us	understand	what’s	going	on	and	we’ll	be	able	 to	evaluate
the	ministry	and	apply	it	to	our	hearts	in	an	honest	way.
One	of	 the	greatest	dangers	 is	 that	we	“use”	worship	 in	order	 to	accomplish

something	else	other	than	to	glorify	God	in	the	edification	of	His	church.	We	do
not	 worship	 God	 in	 order	 to	 achieve	 peace	 of	 mind	 or	 to	 solve	 our	 personal
problems,	 although	 these	may	be	blessed	by-products	 of	worship.	We	worship
God	because	He	commands	us	to	do	so	and	because	worship	is	the	highest	and



holiest	experience	of	the	Christian	believer.	God	is	worthy	of	our	worship,	and
that’s	all	we	really	need	to	know.	If	our	motive	is	anything	other	than	this,	then
we	are	“using”	God	and	practicing	a	refined	form	of	idolatry.
Our	“spiritual	sacrifices”	are	given	because	He	is	worthy	and	not	because	they

will	“buy”	us	blessings.	If	our	spiritual	sacrifices	become	means	to	an	end,	they
cease	 to	be	spiritual;	and	 if	 they	become	ends	 in	 themselves,	 then	our	worship
becomes	empty	ritual.	It	is	not	easy	to	maintain	the	balance	and	only	the	Spirit	of
God	can	enable	us	to	do	so.
“There	is	a	use	for	ritual	in	a	man’s	religious	life,”	wrote	the	devotional	writer

Oswald	Chambers.	 “When	 a	man	 is	 in	 a	 right	 relationship	 to	God	 ritual	 is	 an
assistance;	 the	 place	 of	 worship	 and	 the	 atmosphere	 are	 both	 conducive	 to
worship.”2	A.	W.	Tozer	wrote:

We	 of	 the	 non-liturgical	 churches	 tend	 to	 look	 with	 some	 disdain	 upon	 those	 churches	 that
follow	a	carefully	prescribed	form	of	service,	and	certainly	there	must	be	a	good	deal	in	such	services
that	has	 little	or	no	meaning	for	 the	average	participant—this	not	because	 it	 is	carefully	prescribed
but	because	the	average	participant	is	what	he	is.	But	I	have	observed	that	our	familiar	 impromptu
service,	planned	by	the	leader	twenty	minutes	before,	often	tends	to	follow	a	ragged	and	tired	order.	.
.	.	The	liturgical	service	is	at	least	beautiful;	ours	is	often	ugly.3

	

WE	EDIFY	BY	OUR	PRESENCE
	
What	 kind	 of	 witness	 do	 we	 as	 believers	 bear	 to	 one	 another	 when	 we

assemble	 to	worship	God?	How	 do	we	 help	 to	 transform	 one	 another	 by	 this
witness?
To	begin	with,	my	very	presence	in	a	worship	service	says	something	positive

to	 other	 Christians.	 (Of	 course,	 they	 don’t	 know	 my	 motive	 for	 being	 there,
because	only	God	sees	the	intention	of	the	human	heart.)	My	presence	tells	them
that	God	is	 important	 in	my	life	and	that	 they	are	important	 to	me	as	well.	If	I
had	stayed	at	home,	I	would	not	be	able	to	“stir	up	love	and	good	works”	in	the
lives	of	others,	nor	would	they	be	able	to	minister	to	me	(Heb.	10:24).
When	 I	was	 in	 the	 pastorate,	my	 people	 often	 thanked	me	 for	my	ministry

each	Sunday;	but	they	were	in	turn	ministering	to	me.	In	fact,	I	knew	more	about
them	and	their	needs	than	did	perhaps	any	other	member	of	the	church.	I	knew
that	Mr.	Jenkins	was	infuriated	when	Mrs.	Jenkins	came	to	church	each	Lord’s
Day,	yet	she	was	there	and	not	complaining.	(I	think	he	let	her	come	just	so	he
could	fuss	about	it	all	the	rest	of	the	day.)	Her	presence	was	an	encouragement	to
me.



Mr.	and	Mrs.	Keppler	had	to	take	turns	attending	church,	so	one	of	them	could
be	 at	 home	 caring	 for	 their	 afflicted	 son.	 “Grandma”	Miller	 was	 in	 her	 usual
place,	even	though	getting	out	of	bed	and	walking	a	short	distance	to	the	church
just	about	consumed	her	energy	for	the	day,	not	to	mention	exacerbated	the	pain
she	felt	from	her	arthritis.
Jim	Stevens	worked	the	“graveyard	shift”	on	weekends,	so	he	barely	had	time

to	drive	home	from	the	mill,	take	a	shower,	gulp	down	breakfast,	and	then	bring
the	family	 to	Sunday	school	and	church.	 If	anybody	had	a	good	reason	to	stay
home,	it	was	Jim.	Yet	he	was	not	only	there,	he	was	serving	in	one	ministry	or
another	each	Sunday.	What	this	meant	to	his	pastor,	Jim	can	never	know.
In	other	words,	whenever	one	of	God’s	children	deliberately	absents	himself

or	herself	from	worship,	that	believer	is	saying	to	the	rest	of	the	family,	“It	really
is	not	 important	 to	come	 to	 the	Father’s	house	 to	worship.	The	 family	can	get
along	without	us.”	Or,	to	change	the	image,	the	Christian	soldier	is	saying	to	the
rest	 of	 the	 troops,	 “It’s	 perfectly	 acceptable	 to	go	AWOL!	Sure,	 your	place	of
duty	is	abandoned;	but	maybe	the	enemy	won’t	notice.”
Your	very	presence	at	worship	is	an	affirmation	of	faith.	You	are	letting	others

know	that	you	take	Matthew	6:33	seriously:	“But	seek	first	the	kingdom	of	God
and	His	righteousness,	and	all	these	things	shall	be	added	to	you.”
Have	you	ever	made	a	list	of	the	“one	another”	statements	found	in	the	New

Testament?	At	 least	 a	 dozen	 times,	we	 are	 admonished	 to	 “love	 one	 another.”
Lest	that	important	admonition	be	received	in	a	vague	fashion,	it	is	fleshed	out
by	 a	 number	 of	 additional	 very	 precise	 statements	 that	 further	 explain	 what
Christian	 love	 really	 is.	 I’m	 sure	 my	 list	 is	 not	 complete,	 but	 here	 are	 a	 few
statements	for	you	to	consider:
	

Wash	one	another’s	feet—John	13:14
Prefer	one	another—Romans	12:10
Be	of	the	same	mind	toward	one	another—Romans	12:16
Do	not	judge	one	another—Romans	14:13
Do	not	speak	evil	of	one	another—James	4:11
Edify	one	another—Romans	14:19;	1	Thessalonians	5:11
Receive	one	another—Romans	15:7
Admonish	one	another—Romans	15:14;	Colossians	3:16
Care	for	one	another—1	Corinthians	12:25
Minister	gifts	to	one	another—1	Peter	4:10
Greet	one	another—1	Corinthians	16:20
Serve	one	another—Galatians	5:13
Do	not	“bite	and	devour”	one	another—Galatians	5:15



Do	not	provoke	one	another—Galatians	5:26
Bear	one	another’s	burdens—Galatians	6:2
Forbear	and	forgive	one	another—Ephesians	4:32
Submit	to	one	another—Ephesians	5:21;	1	Peter	5:5
Do	not	lie	to	one	another—Ephesians	4:25;	Colossians	3:9
Comfort	[encourage]	one	another—1	Thessalonians	4:18
Exhort	one	another—Hebrews	3:13
Consider	one	another—Hebrews	10:24
Do	not	grumble	against	one	another—James	5:9
Confess	your	faults	to	one	another—James	5:16
Pray	for	one	another—James	5:16
Use	hospitality	one	to	another—1	Peter	4:9
Fellowship	with	one	another—1	John	1:7

Of	 course,	 all	 of	 these	 ministries	 don’t	 occur	 in	 each	 worship	 service,	 nor
should	they	be	limited	to	that	time	alone.	The	more	we	minister	to	one	another	in
our	daily	lives,	the	easier	it	will	be	to	minister	to	one	another	when	we	gather	to
worship	 God.	 What’s	 important	 is	 that	 we	 have	 the	 “servant	 attitude”	 as	 we
gather.	We	don’t	assemble	“to	be	served,	but	to	serve”	(Matt.	20:28).	We	call	our
gathering	a	“service”	because	it’s	a	time	of	serving:	we	minister	to	one	another
in	the	name	of	Jesus	and	to	the	glory	of	God.	It’s	not	only	the	“ministering	staff	”
that	 shares	 in	 spiritual	 ministry;	 every	 believer	 has	 the	 privilege	 and
responsibility	of	helping	to	edify	others.
As	I	mentioned	in	an	earlier	chapter,	I	often	see	inside	the	entrance	of	church

buildings	 the	 words	 ENTER	 TO	 WORSHIP—DEPART	 TO	 SERVE,	 and	 I	 think	 I
understand	what	they	mean.	However,	it	would	be	more	biblical	if	the	sign	read:
ENTER	 TO	 WORSHIP	 AND	 SERVE—AND	 DON’T	 QUIT	 WHEN	 YOU	 LEAVE	 THE
BUILDING!

WE	EDIFY	BY	OUR	PARTICIPATION
	
The	 fact	 that	 the	members	 of	 the	 body	 should	minister	 and	 witness	 to	 one

another	indicates	that	our	worship	must	include	participation.	What	if	there	are
believers	who	don’t	participate?	Should	their	refusal	to	minister	rob	the	rest	of	us
of	 the	 blessing	 of	 being	 a	 blessing?	 I	 recall	 the	 icy	 tones	 of	 a	 lady	 whom	 I
personally	invited	to	move	in	from	the	“fringes	of	the	camp”	and	sit	with	the	rest
of	 the	 congregation	 at	 an	 evening	 service.	 “I	 have	 been	 sitting	 here	 for	 over
twenty	 years,”	 she	 informed	me,	 “and	 I	 have	 no	 intentions	 of	moving!”	 Poor



soul!	 She	 was	 at	 the	 meeting,	 but	 she	 certainly	 wasn’t	 in	 the	 fellowship	 of
blessing.
I	 must	 confess	 that	 there	 was	 a	 time	 in	 my	 ministry	 when	 I	 wanted	 the

worship	services	to	be	smooth	productions	that	ran	on	schedule	and	presented	no
surprises.	The	elders	would	do	the	leading	(led	by	the	Lord,	of	course!),	and	the
people	 in	 the	 pews	would	 do	 the	 following.	 Participation?	Well,	 that	 included
singing	 the	 songs,	 entering	 into	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 prayers,	 reading	 the	 proper
responses	 from	 the	 hymnal,	 praying	 for	 the	 preacher,	 and,	 of	 course,	 putting
something	into	the	offering.	God	forbid	that	we	should	“interrupt”	the	worship	of
the	Lord	to	hear	a	pressing	prayer	burden	or	the	report	of	an	exciting	answer	to
prayer!
I	must	 also	 confess	 that	 I	 resented	 the	 “noise”	 in	 the	narthex	 (or,	 at	Moody

Church,	 the	 ambulatory)	 before	 the	 service,	 and	 the	 “noise”	 after	 the	 service
right	 in	 the	 sanctuary.	Didn’t	 people	 know	 that	we	 had	 assembled	 to	worship
God	and	not	to	chat	with	one	another?
Now	 I	 realize	 that	 not	 only	 before	 and	 after	 our	worship	 services,	 but	 also

during,	the	saints	need	 to	minister	 to	each	other	and	bear	witness	of	what	God
has	 done	 in	 their	 lives.	 To	 be	 sure,	 there	 must	 be	 order;	 but	 the	 order	 of	 a
carefully	 planned	 worship	 service	 is	 enhanced,	 not	 destroyed,	 by	 the
“interruptions”	of	the	Spirit	of	God.	Yes,	we	must	watch	out	for	the	“evangelical
exhibitionists”	who	want	to	show	off,	but	let’s	not	permit	occasional	nuisances	to
rob	us	all	of	ministries	we	can	have	to	one	another.
Each	congregation	must	work	out	 its	own	approach	as	 the	Spirit	directs.	All

I’m	suggesting	is	that	we	see	both	the	horizontal	and	the	vertical	relationships	in
worship.	The	word	I	need	may	not	come	from	the	pulpit.	It	may	come	from	the
man	who	meets	me	 in	 the	 coatroom	 and	 tells	 me	what	 God	 did	 for	 him	 that
week.	Or	I	might	meet	a	stranger	in	the	parking	lot	and	discover	God	has	a	word
for	him	from	me.
I	realize	that	the	larger	the	congregation,	the	more	difficult	it	is	to	encourage

and	 enjoy	 participation.	 But	 usually	 larger	 churches	 have	 adequate	 public
address	 systems	 so	 that	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 congregation	 can	 hear	 a	 witnessing
believer.	For	that	matter,	why	not	invite	the	witnesses	to	the	platform?	Certainly
some	spiritual	leader	in	the	church	must	screen	these	participants	in	advance,	lest
some	 stranger	 create	problems,	but	 this	ought	not	 to	present	much	of	 a	 task.	 I
know	from	experience	that	large	congregations	attract	“strange	people”	who	like
to	 be	 noticed,	 but	 large	 congregations	 also	 attract	 burdened	 people	 who
desperately	need	to	hear	what	God	can	do	in	the	lives	of	people	other	 than	 the
platform	personnel.
As	long	as	I	am	confessing	my	sins,	I	might	as	well	mention	that	my	mind	has



changed	 about	 “greeting	 one	 another”	 at	 some	 point	 in	 the	meeting.	 I	 used	 to
resist	this	practice	with	a	holy	passion.	Perhaps	it	was	an	overreaction	caused	by
my	Youth	for	Christ	days,	when	at	our	rallies	we	always	shook	hands	and	sang
“Heavenly	Sunshine.”	Too	often	in	church	services,	the	timing	has	been	wrong
—the	 result	 of	 poor	 planning—so	 that	 when	 I	 should	 have	 been	 bowed	 in
submissive	adoration,	 I	was	 instead	having	my	hand	pumped	by	a	 fellow	from
Dubuque	who	had	read	one	of	my	books	and	was	pleased	to	meet	me.
But	whatever	abuses	we	may	cultivate	in	this	particular	practice,	I	believe	we

do	more	damage	by	omitting	it	completely.	After	all,	 the	members	of	 the	early
church	 did	 receive	 one	 another	 and	 they	 were	 admonished	 to	 “greet	 one
another”—and	even	“with	a	holy	kiss”!	(Check	1	Cor.	16:20;	2	Cor.	13:12;	Rom.
16:16;	 1	 Thess.	 5:26;	 1	 Peter	 5:14.)	 While	 I	 certainly	 wouldn’t	 recommend
indiscriminate	and	promiscuous	kissing	that	reflects	more	of	the	erotic	than	the
spiritual,	 I	 think	 that	 believers	 do	 need	 to	 greet	 one	 another	 and	 give	 some
evidence	 of	 affection	 and	 appreciation.	 J.	 B.	 Phillips	 translated	 the	 phrase,	 “a
handshake	all	around,	please!”	and	perhaps	he	has	the	right	idea.
Church	 historians	 tell	 us	 that	 the	 “holy	 kiss”	 was	 given	 to	 newly	 baptized

people,	backsliders	who	had	repented	and	been	restored	to	fellowship	(see	Luke
15:20),	and	also	to	candidates	for	ordination.	Some	historians	include	the	“kiss
of	peace”	at	the	agape	supper	and	the	Lord’s	Supper.	People	often	kissed	when
they	met	(Luke	7:45)	and	when	they	parted	(Acts	20:37).	When	Judas	kissed	the
Lord	Jesus,	he	did	what	every	disciple	did	when	he	met	his	master.	Of	course,	in
the	case	of	Judas,	his	kiss	was	a	vile	act	of	treachery.
Perhaps	 each	 church	 must	 solve	 the	 problem	 locally	 of	 how	 to	 “pass	 the

peace”	 or	 “share	 the	 love”	 among	 the	 members	 of	 the	 congregation.	 Not
everybody	has	the	kind	of	effusive	personality	that	openly	demonstrates	love—
and	 some	 who	 are	 effusive	 demonstrate	 it	 with	 an	 enthusiasm	 that	 may
occasionally	 go	 to	 extremes.	 So	 be	 it.	 Better	 that	 our	 fellowship	 should	 be
criticized	 for	 being	 too	 friendly	 than	 for	 not	 being	 friendly	 at	 all.	 Whatever
sensible	approaches	we	may	take,	let’s	trust	the	Spirit	to	help	us	break	down	the
barriers	that	keep	strangers	from	becoming	friends.

WE	EDIFY	BY	OUR	SONG	AND	SPEECH
	
We	 witness	 to	 others	 not	 only	 by	 our	 presence	 and	 our	 personal	 greetings,

however	these	may	be	expressed,	but	also	by	what	we	say	and	sing	and	the	way
we	 do	 it.	When	 we	 sing,	 we’re	 not	 only	 worshiping	 the	 Lord	 but	 we’re	 also
“speaking	to	one	another	in	psalms	and	hymns	and	spiritual	songs”	(Eph.	5:19).



The	choir	and	special	musicians	aren’t	the	only	ones	who	witness	through	song,
because	 each	 member	 of	 the	 congregation	 also	 bears	 witness.	 Our	 individual
voices	may	not	be	exceptional,	but	the	witness	is	still	there.
On	many	occasions,	congregational	singing	has	ministered	to	me	and	helped

carry	 me	 through	 a	 difficult	 time.	 Old	 familiar	 songs	 have	 suddenly	 become
“new	songs”	 as	 the	Spirit	ministered	 to	me	 through	 the	 congregation.	And	we
must	never	forget	that	our	singing	also	helps	to	educate	the	saints,	providing	the
songs	we	use	are	biblical.	“One	generation	shall	praise	Your	works	 to	another,
and	shall	declare	Your	mighty	acts”	(Ps.	145:4).	“The	living,	the	living	man,	he
shall	praise	You,	as	I	do	this	day;	the	father	shall	make	known	Your	truth	to	the
children”	(Isa.	38:19).
I	will	have	more	to	say	about	Christian	music	in	another	chapter,	but	I	do	want

to	emphasize	 this	personal	 conviction:	 a	 singer	has	no	more	 right	 to	 sing	a	 lie
than	a	preacher	has	to	preach	a	lie.	Our	singing	must	be	theologically	orthodox
as	well	as	technically	adequate.	No	amount	of	beautiful	harmony	can	atone	for
theological	heresy.
Of	course,	singing	isn’t	the	only	vocal	witness	that	we	may	give;	we	may	also

give	 testimony	 to	what	God	has	 said	 to	us	or	done	 for	us.	We	may	 feel	 led	 to
quote	a	passage	from	God’s	Word	or	perhaps	stand	up	and	read	it.	Our	personal
day-by-day	walk	with	the	Lord	will	largely	determine	the	contribution	of	witness
that	we	give	in	the	assembly.	True	witness	isn’t	manufactured;	it	flows	creatively
from	within.	“Keep	your	heart	with	all	diligence,	for	out	of	it	spring	the	issues	of
life”	(Prov.	4:23).
Not	 every	 believer	 is	 led	 by	God	 at	 every	 service	 to	 bear	witness	 to	 every

blessing	God	has	given,	but	 each	of	us	 should	be	 sensitive	 to	God’s	direction.
Sometimes	the	Lord	brings	together	two	or	three	witnesses	whose	words	blend
in	 a	 remarkable	 way	 and	 together	 convey	 a	 precious	 truth	 for	 the	 church	 to
receive	and	apply.	I	don’t	believe	that	God	is	giving	us	new	revelations	today,	for
we	 have	His	 completed	 revelation	 in	 the	Word.	However,	He	 desires	 to	 share
with	His	people	new	insights	into	His	truth,	spiritual	illumination	that	enables	us
to	 see	 our	 present	 situation	 in	 the	 light	 of	 His	 Word.	 The	 old	 Puritan	 John
Robinson	 was	 right	 when	 he	 said,	 “Fresh	 light	 yet	 shall	 break	 out	 of	 God’s
Word.”

WE	EDIFY	BY	REMEMBERING	THE	LORD’S	DEATH
	
When	 the	 church	observes	 the	ordinances	or	 sacraments,	 it	 has	 a	marvelous

opportunity	to	bear	witness	and	to	remind	God’s	people	of	what	the	Savior	did



for	 them.	 It’s	 unfortunate	 that	 both	 baptism	 and	Communion	 (Eucharist)	 have
been	used	by	some	believers	for	dispute	and	division.	This	is	nothing	new:	Paul
had	to	deal	with	the	same	problem	when	he	confronted	the	church	at	Corinth.	“Is
Christ	 divided?”	 he	 asked	 them.	 “Was	 Paul	 crucified	 for	 you?	 Or	 were	 you
baptized	 in	 the	 name	 of	 Paul?”	 (1	Cor.	 1:13).	 “For	 by	 one	 Spirit	we	were	 all
baptized	 into	one	body—whether	Jews	or	Greeks,	whether	slaves	or	 free—and
have	all	been	made	to	drink	into	one	Spirit”	(12:13).
We	 need	 to	 be	 reminded	 regularly	 of	 our	 Lord’s	 death,	 burial,	 resurrection,

and	 coming	 again,	 and	 of	 the	 presence	 and	ministry	 of	 the	Holy	 Spirit	 in	 the
church.	These	 precious	 truths	 should	 come	 back	 to	 us	whenever	we	witness	 a
baptism	 or	 participate	 in	 a	 Communion	 service.	 As	 we	 reflect	 on	 these	 basic
truths	of	the	faith,	we	certainly	ought	to	love	Him	more	and	want	to	promote	and
strengthen	the	unity	and	purity	of	His	church.
I	want	to	focus	primarily	on	the	Lord’s	Supper—or	Communion,	or	Eucharist

—because	our	participation	is	definitely	an	act	of	worship	and	witness.	It	is	here
that	 the	 church	meets	 at	 the	 table	 as	 a	 family,	 just	 as	 the	 Jewish	 families	met
around	the	table	to	celebrate	the	first	Passover	feast	(see	Exod.	12).	No	stranger
was	allowed	to	share	in	the	meal,	and	all	that	shared	were	“under	the	blood”	and
protected	from	the	impending	judgment.
If	our	observance	of	the	Lord’s	Supper	is	to	be	an	act	of	worship	and	witness,

there	are	certain	facts	that	we	must	keep	in	mind	and	certain	responsibilities	that
we	must	fulfill.
To	 begin	 with,	 the	 Communion	 or	 Eucharist	 is	 a	 meal,	 and	 we	 have	 the

responsibility	of	receiving.	Our	Lord	took	some	of	the	elements	of	the	Passover
feast,	 bread	 and	 wine	 in	 particular,	 and	 enriched	 them	 with	 new	 spiritual
meaning.	 Bread	 and	 wine	 were	 common	 elements,	 present	 on	 every	 table	 for
every	meal.	It	was	just	like	our	Lord	to	take	the	ordinary	things	and	touch	them
with	glory,	for	with	Him	there	was	no	“secular”	or	“sacred.”	“Therefore,	whether
you	eat	or	drink,	or	whatever	you	do,	do	all	to	the	glory	of	God”	(1	Cor.	10:31).
When	we	receive	the	bread	and	the	cup,	we	bear	witness	that	we	have	first	of

all	received	the	true	Bread	of	Life	into	our	very	being,	and	that	we	have	trusted
the	Savior	who	shed	His	blood	for	us.	Leon	Morris	explains	it	well:	“Those	who
do	not	eat	and	drink	have	no	life.	Eating	and	drinking	thus	appear	to	be	a	very
graphic	way	of	saying	that	men	must	take	Christ	into	their	innermost	being.”4
The	Communion	 is	not	only	a	meal;	 it	 is	 a	memorial	meal	and	we	have	 the

responsibility	of	not	only	receiving	but	also	remembering.	In	Paul’s	record	of	the
instituting	 of	 the	Communion,	 twice	 he	 has	 our	Lord	 say	 “in	 remembrance	 of
Me”	 (1	 Cor.	 11:24,	 25).	 But	 the	 word	 translated	 “remembrance”	 (anamnesis)
means	much	more	 than	merely	 recalling	 something	or	 someone	 from	 the	past.



Jesus	is	alive,	and	the	blessed	consequences	of	His	Passion	are	with	us	today.	We
“remember”	 with	 both	 our	 minds	 and	 our	 hearts	 as	 we,	 through	 the	 Spirit,
participate	 in	 fellowship	 with	 the	 Lord.	 We	were	 redeemed,	 but	 we	 also	 are
redeemed;	and	we	shall	be	redeemed	fully	when	He	returns	(“till	He	comes,”	1
Cor.	 11:26).	We’re	 not	 simply	 remembering	 an	 event	 or	 trying	 to	 recover	 an
emotion;	 through	 the	Holy	 Spirit,	we’re	 realizing	 an	 experience	 as	we	 fix	 our
hearts	and	minds	on	the	Savior.
It	is	also	a	family	meal,	and	we	have	the	responsibility	of	relating.	Judas,	 the

unbeliever,	 wasn’t	 present	 when	 Jesus	 instituted	 Communion.	 The	 men	 who
were	present	were	far	from	perfect,	and	even	sinned	right	at	the	table	by	arguing
over	who	was	the	greatest;	but	they	were	all	believers	and	therefore	redeemed	by
Christ.	 They	 didn’t	 come	 to	 the	 table	 to	 be	 redeemed;	 they	 came	 to	 the	 table
because	 they	 were	 already	 redeemed.	 They	 were	 “His	 own”	 (John	 13:1),	 His
“little	children”	(v.	33)	whom	He	had	cleansed	(vv.	10,	11).
As	we	 participate	 in	 the	Lord’s	 Supper,	we	 bear	witness	 to	 the	 unity	 of	 the

family	 of	God.	 “For	we,	 being	many,	 are	 one	 bread	 and	 one	 body;	 for	we	 all
partake	of	 that	one	bread”	 (1	Cor.	10:17).	So,	when	we	participate,	 it	must	be
with	the	recognition	that	we’re	part	of	God’s	wonderful	family	in	heaven	and	on
earth.	Paul	called	this	recognition	“discerning	the	Lord’s	body”	(11:29).	We	meet
at	a	table,	where	there’s	unity	and	equality	before	the	Lord.	We	are	one	in	Jesus
Christ.
During	the	preaching	of	the	Word,	the	minister	is	usually	elevated	above	the

congregation;	 but	when	we	 assemble	 for	Communion,	we	 are	 all	 on	 the	 same
level.	It	has	well	been	said,	“The	ground	is	level	at	the	foot	of	the	cross.”	To	use
the	Table	of	the	Lord	in	a	divisive	manner	to	promote	sectarianism	is	to	destroy
one	of	the	precious	messages	that	the	Supper	declares.
Finally,	 the	 Communion	 is	 a	 victorious	 meal.	We	 don’t	 come	 together	 to

remember	our	sins—God	has	forgotten	them	(Heb.	10:17)—but	to	rejoice	in	our
Savior	and	the	victory	He	has	won	for	us.	“And	I	bestow	upon	you	a	kingdom,”
the	Master	 told	His	disciples,	 “just	 as	My	Father	bestowed	one	upon	Me,	 that
you	may	eat	and	drink	at	My	table	 in	My	kingdom,	and	sit	on	thrones	 judging
the	twelve	tribes	of	Israel”	(Luke	22:29,	30).	What	a	proclamation	of	victory!
At	 the	 Table,	 we	 look	 back	 and	 recall	 the	 events	 of	 His	 Passion;	 we	 look

within	and	“remember”	so	that	we	may	experience	the	blessings	of	that	sacrifice
today;	and	we	look	ahead,	knowing	that	He	shall	come	again	and	receive	us	into
His	eternal	kingdom.	What	a	cause	for	celebration!	And	the	fact	that	all	of	God’s
people,	 regardless	of	denominational	 label,	will	be	 together	 in	heaven	ought	 to
encourage	us	to	practice	and	promote	true	spiritual	unity	today	(John	17:20–24).
But	for	us	to	enjoy	these	blessings	and	yet	ignore	those	who	don’t	know	Jesus



Christ	is	to	sin	in	the	very	act	of	worshiping.	True	worship	involves	witness	to
God	and	to	one	another,	but	it	also	involves	witness	to	a	lost	world.	That	will	be
our	next	consideration.
	

Gracious	Father,
I	 confess	 that	 often	 I	 have	 not	 witnessed	 to	 other	 believers.	 I	 have	 tried	 to

worship	You,	but	I	have	not	tried	to	edify	others.
Forgive	me.
Help	me	to	see	that	I	cannot	claim	to	love	You	if	I	fail	to	love	my	brother.
Deliver	me	from	becoming	a	“spiritual	snob”	who	thinks	he	can	get	along
without	the	help	of	his	brothers	and	sisters	in	Christ.	By	my	presence,	my
actions,	and	my	words,	help	me	to	bear	witness	 to	 them	and	encourage
them	 in	 the	 faith.	 At	 the	 Table,	 help	 me	 to	 remember	 the	 Savior	 and
discern	the	body.

Father,	too	often	in	the	worship	service,	I	have	only	looked	up.	Please	help
me	 to	 look	 around.	 I	may	 discover	You	 in	 the	 smile	 or	 handshake	 of	a
brother	or	sister	in	Christ.

In	His	Name,
Amen.



Eleven
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WITNESS
	
In	which	we	learn	that	preaching	is

an	act	of	worship
	

IN	THE	PREACHING	OF	GOD’S	WORD,	the	church	witnesses	both	to	itself	and
to	a	lost	world,	but	this	is	true	only	if	the	preaching	is	truly	an	act	of	worship.	If
preaching	is	not	an	act	of	worship,	then	the	church	may	end	up	worshiping	the
preacher	rather	than	worshiping	God.	“When	I	declare	the	Word	of	God	I	offer
sacrifice,”	said	Martin	Luther.	“When	thou	hearest	the	Word	of	God	with	all	thy
heart,	thou	dost	offer	sacrifice.”
Whenever	you	hear	someone	talking	about	“the	preliminaries”	of	the	service

as	opposed	to	“the	preaching	of	the	Word,”	you	know	that	he	or	she	doesn’t	look
upon	preaching	as	an	act	of	worship.	“Preaching,	if	not	sacramental,	is	profane,”
wrote	R.	J.	Coates	and	J.	I.	Packer.	“By	this	we	mean	that	a	true	sermon	is	an	act
of	God,	and	not	a	mere	performance	by	man.	In	real	preaching	the	speaker	is	the
servant	of	the	word	and	God	speaks	and	works	by	the	word	through	his	servant’s
lips.”1	The	witness	 to	God,	 the	witness	 to	 the	church,	and	the	witness	 to	a	 lost
world	are	all	brought	together	in	the	proclamation	of	the	Word.
I	recall	the	first	time	I	preached	in	a	church	that	had	a	divided	chancel.	I	was

accustomed	to	seeing	the	pulpit	central	and	elevated,	with	the	Communion	table
before	 it	on	a	 lower	 level.	After	all,	God	worked	 through	 the	preaching	of	His
Word!	 I	 have	 since	 discovered	 that	 the	 arrangement	 of	 the	 furniture	 is	 not
necessarily	an	indication	of	the	church’s	orthodoxy	or	lack	thereof.
For	that	matter,	it’s	unfortunate	that	some	well-meaning	people,	orthodox	and

otherwise,	 have	 kept	 alive	 this	 untenable	 idea	 of	 prophetic	 ministry	 versus
priestly	 ministry,	 as	 though	 the	 two	 are	 mutually	 exclusive	 and	 competitive.
Jeremiah,	Ezekiel,	and	John	the	Baptist	were	all	from	priestly	families,	yet	they
were	called	to	prophetic	ministry.	At	the	Lord’s	Table,	we	“proclaim	the	Lord’s
death	till	He	comes”	(1	Cor.	11:26);	and	the	Greek	word	translated	“proclaim”	is
translated	“preach”	at	least	six	times	in	Acts.	To	quote	Coates	and	Packer	again,



“The	sacraments	serve	the	word;	they	minister	blessing	precisely	by	the	ministry
of	the	word.”2
Paul	looked	upon	his	ministry	of	the	gospel	as	a	“priestly	ministry.”	Paul	used

the	word	 latreuo	 (“the	priestly	service	of	God”)	 in	Romans	1:9	 to	describe	his
ministry	of	the	gospel;	in	Romans	15:16,	he	used	leitourgos,	which	gives	us	our
English	 word	 liturgy.	 Both	 words	 have	 priestly	 overtones:	 Paul	 saw	 his
evangelistic	ministry	 as	 that	 of	 a	 priest,	 bringing	 the	 people	won	 to	 Christ	 as
sacrifices	 on	 the	 altar,	 to	 the	 glory	 of	 God.	 He	 saw	 himself	 as	 “a	 minister
[leitourgos]	of	Jesus	Christ	to	the	Gentiles,	ministering	[hierourgeo,	ministering
as	a	priest]	the	gospel	of	God,	that	the	offering	[prosphora,	a	sacrificial	offering]
of	the	Gentiles	might	be	acceptable,	sanctified	by	the	Holy	Spirit”	(Rom.	15:16).
What	a	high	and	holy	view,	not	only	of	preaching,	but	also	of	evangelism!
When	you	look	upon	preaching	and	evangelism	as	acts	of	spiritual	worship,	it

certainly	makes	 a	difference	 in	your	ministry.	For	one	 thing,	 it	 helps	 to	purify
your	motives.	The	minister	who	preaches	or	who	 seeks	 to	win	 the	 lost	 simply
because	this	is	God’s	commandment	is	going	to	operate	from	a	feeling	of	guilt;
and	this	 is	not	 the	highest	motive	for	service.	Preachers	who	feel	guilty	have	a
tendency	to	want	to	make	their	listeners	feel	guilty,	and	we	don’t	go	to	a	worship
service	to	be	indicted.	The	preacher	is	a	witness,	not	a	prosecuting	attorney,	and
if	he	reveals	God	to	us	in	the	Word,	there	will	be	plenty	of	opportunities	for	the
Spirit	 to	 convict	 us.	 Isaiah	 saw	 the	 glory	 of	God	 and	was	 only	 too	willing	 to
confess	his	sins.
If	preaching	is	an	act	of	worship,	 then	the	preacher	must	not	present	 to	God

that	which	has	cost	him	nothing	(2	Sam.	24:24).	Malachi	reprimanded	the	priests
of	his	day	because	they	weren’t	giving	God	their	best.	They	put	defiled	food	on
God’s	altar	and	brought	sacrifices	that	were	lame	and	sick	(Mal.	1:6–8).	Before
we	 criticize	 them	 too	 severely,	 we	 had	 better	 examine	 our	 own	 “spiritual
sacrifices,”	particularly	our	sermons.

THE	PROBLEM	OF	ACADEMIC	PREACHING
	
“Great	heights	of	adoration,	praise,	and	worship	can	be	reached	by	a	devout

congregation	during	the	sermon,	as	the	things	of	God	pass	before	them.”3	Alas,
too	 often	 the	 sermon	 doesn’t	 “proclaim	 the	 praises”	 of	 the	 Lord	 (1	 Peter	 2:9,
literal	translation).	Instead	of	seeing	the	Lord,	we	see	the	preacher.	Or	we	see	an
outline	as	the	sanctuary	is	changed	into	a	lecture	room,	sometimes	with	the	aid
of	 an	 overhead	 projector.	 The	 emphasis	 is	 on	 content	 and	 “teaching,”	 which
certainly	 is	 commendable;	 but	 there’s	 much	 more	 to	 preaching	 than	 passing



along	 religious	 information.	 Sermons	 should	 reveal	 not	mere	 facts	 about	God,
but	the	Person	of	God	Himself.
If	the	experience	of	the	Emmaus	disciples	is	a	pattern	for	believers	today,	then

the	 blessing	 of	 true	Bible	 exposition	 is	 an	 ignited	 heart,	 not	 an	 inflated	 head.
“Did	not	our	heart	burn	within	us	while	He	talked	with	us	on	the	road,	and	while
He	opened	the	Scriptures	to	us?”	(Luke	24:32).	The	Corinthians	were	proud	of
their	 spiritual	 knowledge,	 but	 they	 lacked	 love;	 so	 Paul	 reminded	 them,
“Knowledge	puffs	up,	but	love	edifies”	(1	Cor.	8:1).	And	he	reminded	Timothy,
“Now	the	purpose	of	the	commandment	is	love	from	a	pure	heart,	from	a	good
conscience,	and	from	sincere	faith”	(1	Tim.	1:5).
Because	we	have	lost	this	high	view	of	preaching	as	an	act	of	worship,	we’re

now	 suffering	 the	 consequences	 both	 in	 our	 worship	 services	 and	 in	 our
preaching.	Preaching	is	not	what	it	ought	to	be	and	neither	is	worship.	What	God
has	joined	together,	we	have	put	asunder,	and	we	are	paying	for	it.
For	one	 thing,	much	preaching	 today	 is	very	academic.	Preachers	 think	 they

have	to	explain	and	outline	everything.	I	don’t	agree	with	his	theology,	but	Harry
Emerson	Fosdick	was	right	when	he	said	that	the	purpose	of	preaching	was	not
to	explain	a	subject	but	to	achieve	an	object.	We’re	so	wrapped	up	today	in	the
content	 that	 we’ve	 forgotten	 the	 intent.	As	 I	 said	 before,	 we	 have	 turned	 the
sanctuary	into	a	lecture	room.	The	most	important	thing	about	a	sermon	should
be	what	God	writes	on	our	hearts	as	we	see	Him	in	the	Word,	not	what	we	write
in	our	notebooks!
An	outline	is	not	a	message	from	God	any	more	than	a	recipe	is	a	meal	or	a

blueprint	is	a	building.	“It	is	possible	for	a	man	to	analyse	the	Bible	and	lose	it	in
the	process,”	said	G.	Campbell	Morgan,	himself	a	great	expositor,	“to	prepare	a
synthesis	of	 the	Bible	and	 lose	his	soul	at	 the	work;	 to	make	himself	perfectly
familiar	with	the	letter,	and	to	find	out	that	the	letter	killeth	because	he	has	lost
touch	with	the	spirit.”4
How	easy	it	is	for	the	preacher	to	perfect	a	homiletical	technique	that	enables

him	 to	 manufacture	 sermons	 week	 after	 week.	 If	 he’s	 really	 good	 at	 all,	 his
listeners	will	comment	on	his	outlines	but	rarely	confess	that	what	he	said	helped
them	to	see	God	and	worship	Him.	Listening	to	most	sermons	is	an	intellectual
experience	 rather	 than	 the	 worship	 experience	 of	 the	 total	 person.	 When
preaching	is	an	act	of	worship,	the	listener’s	heart	is	stirred	by	the	vision	of	God,
and	the	Spirit	of	God	says	far	more	to	the	hearer	than	what	the	minister	declares
from	the	pulpit.	When	preaching	is	an	act	of	worship,	 the	outline	 is	 to	 the	 text
what	a	prism	is	to	a	shaft	of	sunlight:	it	breaks	it	up	so	that	its	beauty	and	wonder
are	clearly	seen.
We	not	only	have	a	tendency	to	analyze	everything	to	death	(and	I’m	as	guilty



as	anyone	else),	but	we	also	feel	compelled	to	explain	everything	and	leave	out
the	 mystery	 that	 must	 always	 belong	 to	 God.	 Since	 true	 worship	 involves
wonder,	there	must	always	be	some	degree	of	mystery.	When	Paul	completed	his
section	in	Romans	on	the	sovereignty	of	God,	he	did	not	write,	“There!	I	have
explained	everything!”	Rather,	as	we	have	noted	in	a	previous	chapter,	he	moved
from	writing	to	worshiping,	from	theology	to	doxology,	and	he	wrote,	“Oh,	the
depth	 of	 the	 riches	 both	 of	 the	 wisdom	 and	 knowledge	 of	 God!	 How
unsearchable	are	His	judgments	and	His	ways	past	finding	out!”	(Rom.	11:33).
Though	he	was	an	inspired	apostle	who	had	been	to	heaven	and	back,	Paul	didn’t
feel	compelled	to	explain	everything.	He	left	room	for	mystery.
The	rustic	preacher	who	said	“Some	things	are	better	felt	than	telt”	had	poor

grammar	but	excellent	philosophy.	The	Bible	is	written	for	the	heart	as	well	as
the	 head;	 otherwise	 Scripture	 wouldn’t	 include	 poetry,	 metaphor,	 symbolism,
and	 just	 about	 every	 literary	 device	 that	 captures	 the	 imagination	 and	 the
emotions.	After	all,	preaching	deals	with	 real	 life,	 the	 life	 in	 the	Word	and	 the
life	 in	 the	 pew;	 and	 it	 takes	 imagination	 to	 build	 that	 bridge	 from	 an	 ancient
book	 to	 a	modern	 need.	 Northrop	 Frye	 defined	 imagination	 as	 “the	 power	 of
constructing	possible	models	of	human	experience.”5	When	Jesus	wanted	to	help
people	 stop	 worrying,	 He	 didn’t	 give	 a	 lecture	 on	 Hebrew	 and	 Greek	 words.
Instead,	 He	 talked	 about	 birds,	 flowers,	 and	 robbers.	 He	 appealed	 to	 the
imagination	of	His	listeners,	gripped	their	hearts,	and	then	instructed	their	minds.

THE	PREACHER	AS	GOD’S	MESSENGER
	
I	 am	 certainly	 not	 suggesting	 that	 the	 minister	 ignore	 the	 fundamentals	 of

hermeneutics	and	homiletics;	nor	am	I	suggesting	that	poor	outlines	and	careless
presentations	of	the	Word	are	marks	of	a	spiritual	ministry.	I	am	only	saying	that
it	 is	 easy	 for	 preachers	 to	 get	 so	wrapped	 up	 in	 their	 outlines	 that	 they	 forget
their	message	from	God.	If	preaching	is	not	an	act	of	worship,	the	preacher	can
easily	make	an	idol	of	the	outline.	The	purpose	of	preaching	is	not	to	inform	the
congregation	 of	 the	minister’s	 homiletical	 gifts;	 it’s	 to	 bring	 the	 congregation
face-to-face	with	the	living	God.
When	G.	Campbell	Morgan	was	 a	 young	 preacher	 in	Rugeley,	 England,	 he

was	already	in	demand	for	preaching	missions.	People	were	beginning	to	notice
that	Morgan	was	a	gifted	expositor,	and	Morgan	was	beginning	to	notice	it	too.
One	Sunday,	 after	 a	 particularly	 successful	 evening	 service,	Morgan	 sat	 in	 his
study	alone,	pondering	his	life	and	ministry.	God’s	voice	seemed	to	say	to	him,
“What	are	you	going	to	be,	a	popular	preacher	or	My	messenger?”



All	that	night	he	wrestled	with	himself	and	with	God.	When	the	dawn	came,
Morgan	had	 surrendered.	 “Thy	messenger,	my	Master—	Thine!”	 he	 cried	 out.
Then	he	took	a	bundle	of	outlines	of	his	popular	sermons	and	threw	it	 into	the
fireplace.	That	was	when	the	victory	was	completely	won.	“The	work	of	many
years	was	destroyed	on	that	golden	morning,”	said	Morgan,	“when	I	stepped	out
to	follow	God	at	all	costs,	determining	to	do	so	without	those	sermons.”6
A	minister	need	not	be	especially	gifted	or	famous	to	face	this	kind	of	crisis.

(Perhaps	some	of	us	should	burn	our	sermon	outlines	before	we	preach	 them!)
When	the	sermon	becomes	an	end	 in	 itself	 instead	of	a	means	 to	 the	end,	 then
we’re	 confronted	 with	 idolatry.	When	 preaching	 is	 an	 act	 of	 worship	 and	 the
message	is	given	to	God	as	an	offering	from	the	minister’s	heart,	then	God	can
take	the	message	and	bless	it.
When	I	was	senior	minister	at	the	Moody	Church,	I	did	my	best	to	protect	my

Saturday	evenings.	During	the	week,	I	had	prepared	my	messages;	on	Saturday
evenings,	I	had	to	take	time	to	prepare	myself.	I	used	to	go	into	my	little	study	at
home,	 look	 over	 my	 messages	 in	 the	 light	 of	 that	 week’s	 pastoral	 work,	 and
make	whatever	changes	I	 thought	would	improve	them.	Then,	I	would	pick	up
each	outline	and	hold	it	before	the	Lord,	presenting	it	as	a	sacrifice	to	Him.
“Father,”	 I	 would	 say,	 “here	 is	 the	 message	 I	 plan	 to	 deliver	 tomorrow.	 I

present	it	 to	You	as	a	sacrifice.	It	has	cost	me	in	time,	study,	and	prayer;	and	I
don’t	 want	 to	 give	You	 anything	 that	 has	 cost	me	 nothing.	 Please	 accept	 this
message	as	my	gift	to	You.	Help	me	to	preach	it	as	an	act	of	worship.	May	You
be	glorified	in	it	all.”
On	more	than	one	Saturday	evening,	I	had	to	confess	that	the	previous	week

had	been	hectic,	study	time	had	been	at	a	premium,	and	my	message	was	not	all
that	 I	wanted	 it	 to	be.	But	 it	was	 the	best	 I	 could	do,	 and	 I	presented	 it	 to	 the
Lord	in	that	light.	How	many	times	His	mercy	was	granted!	How	many	times	He
ignited	the	little	offering	that	I	put	on	His	altar	and	gave	us	a	season	of	spiritual
heat	and	light!	I	wish	I	had	learned	earlier	in	my	ministry	that	preaching	must	be
an	act	of	worship	if	the	message	is	to	help	people	and	glorify	God.
Consider	these	words	from	Frank	Cairns,	spoken	during	his	Warrack	Lectures

in	1934:

Gentlemen,	if	you	are	ever	to	serve	God	by	your	preaching,	you	have	got	to	make	up	your	mind
as	to	whether	it	has	or	has	not	the	right	to	be	regarded	as	an	essential	part	of	the	worship	of	God;	you
must	have	a	clear	idea	as	to	whether	your	preaching	is	for	you	an	act	of	worship—an	offering	to	God
which	you	can	make	with	a	clear	conscience,	and	a	wholehearted	devotion,	and	a	humble	faith,	or
whether	 it	 is	 something	 which—be	 it	 either	 cheap	 or	 tawdry,	 or	 manifesting	 both	 erudition	 and
literary	skill—could	not	be	regarded	as	possessing	the	authority	of	the	Word	of	God	or	any	Divine
Sanction	whatsoever,	and	which	might	as	well	be	tied	in	a	napkin	and	buried	in	the	earth	for	all	the



value	it	has	for	the	purpose	of	bringing	the	human	soul	face-to-face	with	God.7

	

THE	IMPACT	OF	PREACHING	AS	WORSHIP
	
When	preaching	 is	 an	 act	 of	worship,	 there	 is	 (for	 lack	of	 a	 better	 term)	 an

immediacy	to	the	impact	of	the	Word.	In	this	day	of	cassette	recorders,	I	fear	that
too	many	worshipers	deliberately	delay	their	hearing	of	the	Word	until	it	is	more
convenient.	Or,	if	the	worshiper	is	the	kind	of	person	who	takes	notes,	he	or	she
may	 be	 so	 intent	 on	 writing	 down	 the	 outline	 and	 choice	 statements	 that	 the
immediate	impact	of	the	message	is	lost.	And,	if	the	preacher	has	a	literary	bent,
sermons	may	be	prepared	with	the	publishers	in	mind	rather	than	the	worshipers.
I	may	be	wrong,	but	I	believe	that	God	wants	to	speak	to	us	immediately	and

do	 something	 about	 transforming	 our	 lives.	 This	 isn’t	 to	 deny	 that	 a	message
may	be	used	by	the	Spirit	weeks	after	the	service	has	ended.	It’s	only	to	affirm
that	when	preaching	is	an	act	of	worship,	and	listening	to	preaching	is	an	act	of
worship,	people	see	and	hear	God	with	an	immediate	impact	on	their	hearts	and
minds.	When	the	sermon	is	an	academic	lecture,	no	response	is	required	except
“I	agree”	or	“I	disagree.”	But	when	a	sermon	is	presented	as	an	integral	part	of
Christian	worship,	 the	listeners	must	do	something	about	the	revelation	of	God
that	the	Spirit	brings	to	them.
“What	can	be	more	truly	described	as	worship,”	asked	the	theologian-preacher

James	Denney,	“than	hearing	the	Word	of	God	as	it	ought	to	be	heard,	hearing	it
with	 penitence,	with	 contrition,	with	 faith	 and	 self-consecration,	with	 vows	 of
new	obedience?	If	 this	 is	not	worship	 in	spirit	and	 in	 truth,	what	 is?”8	 Instead,
the	usual	 response	 is,	“Fine	message,	Pastor!”	which	means,	“I	got	 the	outline
and	learned	something	new	from	the	Bible.	The	hour	was	not	wasted!”
While	reading	Psalm	119	during	my	regular	devotional	 time,	I	couldn’t	help

but	 notice	 that	 the	 psalmist	 combined	 prayer,	 praise,	 and	 Bible	 study.	 “I	 will
praise	You	with	uprightness	of	heart,	when	I	learn	Your	righteous	judgments”	(v.
7).	 “Blessed	 are	 You,	 O	 LORD	 [praise]!	 Teach	 me	 Your	 statutes	 [prayer	 and
learning]”	(v.	12).	“Accept,	I	pray,	the	freewill	offerings	of	my	mouth,	O	LORD,
and	teach	me	Your	judgments”	(v.	108).	“My	lips	shall	utter	praise,	for	You	teach
me	Your	statutes”	(v.	171).
In	 other	 words,	 there	 is	 really	 no	 conflict	 between	 praise	 and	 preaching	 if

preaching	is	an	act	of	worship.	When	the	man	or	woman	in	 the	pew	opens	the
Bible	 and	 pays	 attention	 to	 the	 preacher,	 there	 is	 no	 jarring	 note,	 nor	 is	 it
necessary	to	“shift	gears”	either	mentally	or	emotionally.	From	the	beginning	of



the	service	 to	 the	end,	our	eyes	are	open	 to	God’s	glory	and	our	ears	 to	God’s
truth.	There	are	no	“preliminaries”	to	be	“gotten	out	of	the	way.”
Finally,	when	preaching	is	an	act	of	worship,	the	Word	is	applied	personally	to

our	lives.	Academic	outlines	prepared	by	ministers	who	haven’t	seen	God	as	the
message	was	prepared	will	never	 transform	the	 lives	of	 the	 listeners.	“There	 is
scarcely	anything	so	dull	and	meaningless	as	Bible	doctrine	 taught	 for	 its	own
sake,”	 wrote	 A.	 W.	 Tozer	 in	 his	 penetrating	 essay	 “Exposition	 Must	 Have
Application.”	 “Truth	 divorced	 from	 life	 is	 not	 truth	 in	 its	 Biblical	 sense,	 but
something	else	and	something	less.	.	 .	 .	Truth	engages	the	citadel	of	the	human
heart	and	is	not	satisfied	until	it	has	conquered	everything	there.	The	will	must
come	forth	and	surrender	its	sword.	It	must	stand	at	attention	to	receive	orders,
and	those	orders	it	must	joyfully	obey.	Short	of	this	any	knowledge	of	Christian
truth	is	inadequate	and	unavailing.”9
The	purpose	of	the	Word	of	God	is	to	reveal	the	God	of	the	Word;	and	when

you	meet	 the	God	of	 the	Word,	you	must	do	something	about	His	will.	As	we
saw	in	an	earlier	chapter,	the	people	in	Scripture	who	saw	God	were	never	quite
the	same	again.	Their	lives	were	transformed.	Unless	the	minister	sees	God	as	he
prepares	the	message,	the	listeners	are	not	likely	to	see	Him	or	hear	His	truth.	To
quote	Tozer	again:	“The	scribes	who	sat	in	Moses’	seat	were	not	the	victims	of
error;	they	were	the	victims	of	their	failure	to	experience	the	truth	they	taught.”10
The	kind	of	preaching	 the	unsaved	world	needs	 to	hear	 is	not	manufactured

from	 books,	 although	 serious	 study	 is	 certainly	 necessary.	 You	 don’t	 “build	 a
sermon”	 by	 borrowing	 pieces	 from	 Spurgeon,	 Billy	 Sunday,	 the	 morning
newspaper,	and	the	notes	in	your	study	Bible.	A	message	from	God	is	the	living
consequence	of	a	vital	meeting	with	God	during	which	you	worshiped	Him	and
permitted	His	truth	to	set	fire	to	your	soul.	When	the	minister’s	study	turns	into	a
sanctuary,	 a	 Holy	 of	 Holies,	 then	 something	 transforming	 will	 happen	 as	 the
Word	 of	God	 is	 proclaimed.	As	 our	 lives	 are	 transformed,	 the	 church	will	 be
transformed;	and	this	will	open	the	way	for	us	to	reach	out	to	a	lost	world	that
knows	 not	 God.	 Then	 we	 will	 see	 come	 to	 pass	 what	 Paul	 wrote	 to	 the
Corinthians:	 “And	 thus	 the	 secrets	 of	 his	 [the	 unsaved	 visitor’s]	 heart	 are
revealed;	and	so,	falling	down	on	his	face,	he	will	worship	God	and	report	that
God	is	truly	among	you”	(1	Cor.	14:25).
	

Father,
I	know	You	have	forgiven	me	for	my	sins.	But	can	You	ever	forgive	me	 for
my	sermons?

Forgive	 me	 for	 being	 clever,	 for	 presenting	 Your	 truth	 in	 neat	 human
packages	that	robbed	You	of	glory.



Forgive	me	for	preaching	to	impress	rather	than	to	express.	Forgive	me	for
predictable	preaching	that	lacked	surprises	and	heavenly	interruptions.

Help	me	to	so	open	the	Word	that	hearts	will	burn	and	people	will	say,	“We
have	seen	the	Lord!”	May	each	message	be	fresh	from	the	altar,	fragrant
with	heavenly	incense	and	ignited	by	divine	fire.

Remind	me,	O	Lord,	of	the	awesomeness	of	preaching.	Convict	me	when	I
find	it	easy	to	manufacture	outlines	and	feed	my	people	on	substitutes.

Apart	from	You,	Lord,	I	can	do	nothing.	With	You,	I	can	do	all	things.
I	don’t	want	to	be	a	preacher	only.	Please,	make	me	Your	messenger.
Whatever	it	is	that	I	must	burn	up—here	are	the	ashes.
Reveal	Yourself	 to	me,	and	help	me	 to	 reveal	You	 to	others	as	 I	proclaim
Your	Word.

In	Jesus’	Name,
Amen.



Twelve
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WITNESS
	
In	which	we	try	to	relate	worship	and	

the	arts,	trusting	to	enrich	both
	

MARTIN	LUTHER	IS	REPORTED	TO	HAVE	SAID	that	God	gave	us	five	senses	with
which	to	worship	Him	and	that	it	would	be	sheer	ingratitude	for	us	to	use	less.1
God	has	also	given	us	a	world	to	live	in,	a	world	filled	with	beautiful	things	that
can	be	used	to	glorify	Him.	After	all,	our	God	is	a	God	of	beauty.	Our	world	may
be	travailing	in	pain	because	of	Adam’s	fall,	but	it	is	still	declaring	the	glory	of
God	and	revealing	day	and	night	His	wisdom	and	power.

Even	 atheistic	 and	 agnostic	 scholars	 admit	 that	 some	 of	 the	 greatest	 art,
literature,	 and	music	 have	 had	 their	 inspiration	 from	 the	 Scriptures,	 especially
the	 Gospel	 story.	 Believers,	 with	 their	 knowledge	 of	 the	 Bible,	 ought	 to
appreciate	these	great	artistic	achievements	all	the	more;	but,	alas,	too	often	they
do	not.	Believers	want	architectural	beauty	in	their	homes	but	not	in	the	church
building.	They	want	wedding	ceremonies	to	be	beautiful,	complete	with	lighted
candles	and	classical	music;	but	the	morning	worship	service	can	be	planned	at
the	last	minute—and	don’t	you	dare	use	candles!
There	is	a	strange	attitude	in	the	evangelical	world	that	moves	people	almost

to	 delight	 in	 opposing	 and	 even	 destroying	 the	 beautiful	 and	 the	 artistic.	 This
attitude	is	born	of	a	false	dichotomy	that	is	unbiblical	in	its	divorcing	of	“matter”
and	“spirit.”	The	advocates	of	 this	approach	tell	us	 that	God	is	concerned	with
the	soul	and	not	 the	body,	and	 that	 the	spiritual	 is	 far	more	 important	 than	 the
material.
This	philosophy	is	destroyed	by	one	great	event:	the	incarnation.	If	matter	is

evil	or	unimportant,	why	did	God	become	man?	If	we	are	to	focus	only	on	the
invisible,	why	did	God	become	visible?	“The	Lordship	of	Christ	over	the	whole
of	 life,”	 wrote	 Francis	 Schaeffer,	 “means	 that	 there	 are	 no	 platonic	 areas	 in
Christianity,	 no	 dichotomy	 or	 hierarchy	 between	 the	 body	 and	 the	 soul.”2	 A



beautiful	building	or	statue	or	song	can	glorify	God	and	bear	witness	to	Him	just
as	much	as	a	devout	prayer	or	a	fine	sermon.
We	 are	 wrestling,	 of	 course,	 with	 the	 problem	 of	 the	 relationship	 between

religion	and	the	arts.	Every	believer	must	deal	with	this	issue,	whether	his	or	her
worship	 experience	 is	 in	 a	 plain	 hall	 above	 a	 grocery	 store	 or	 in	 a	 towering
cathedral	at	the	heart	of	a	city.	What	is	the	legitimate	use	of	the	arts	in	Christian
worship?
John	Calvin	wrote	that	“because	sculpture	and	painting	are	gifts	of	God,	I	seek

a	pure	and	legitimate	use	of	each,	lest	those	things	which	the	Lord	has	conferred
upon	us	for	his	glory	and	our	good	be	not	only	polluted	by	perverse	misuse	but
also	turned	to	our	destruction.”3
While	Calvin	may	not	totally	agree	with	me,	I	believe	that	worship	needs	the

arts	 and	 the	 arts	need	worship.	Over	 the	 centuries	 the	 arts	have	 certainly	been
used	 to	 attack	 the	 church	when	 they	 should	 have	 been	 used	 by	 the	 church	 to
attack	the	enemy.	David	was	wise	enough	to	take	Goliath’s	sword	and	use	it	in
his	battles.
It	was	Calvin’s	 view	 that	 “only	 those	 things	 are	 to	 be	 sculptured	or	 painted

which	the	eyes	are	capable	of	seeing”;4	this	eliminates	God,	the	angels,	and	the
past	events	of	history	(although	he	admitted	that	such	historical	paintings	might
have	 “some	 use	 in	 teaching	 or	 admonition”).	 Calvin	 appears	 to	 have	 had	 a
pragmatic	view	of	art:	its	main	purpose	was	to	glorify	God	and	teach	His	people.
Luther,	as	usual,	was	much	more	outspoken.	“I	am	not	of	the	opinion	that	arts

are	 to	be	 cast	down	and	destroyed	on	account	of	 the	Gospel,	 as	 some	 fanatics
protest;	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 I	would	 gladly	 see	 all	 arts,	 especially	music,	 in	 the
service	of	Him	who	has	given	and	created	them.”5
If	we	do	not	use	the	creative	arts,	then	religion	becomes	an	abstraction	that	is

expressed	and	explained	 in	words	only.	We	use	 the	 arts	 in	 every	other	 area	of
human	life—why	should	we	exclude	our	faith?	Why	live	only	with	abstractions?
The	 danger,	 of	 course,	 is	 that	 of	 idolatry.	 The	Hebrew	 nation	was	 only	 too

conscious	 of	 God’s	 unequivocal	 declaration	 in	 the	 first	 and	 second
commandments	 (Exod.	 20:1–6).	But	God	 did	 put	 beauty	within	 the	 tabernacle
and	the	temple	(see	2	Chron.	3:6),	and	He	inspired	David	to	organize	the	singers,
write	songs	for	them,	and	even	design	musical	instruments	(1	Chron.	23:1–6).
As	 I	 mentioned	 before,	 it	 is	 the	 incarnation	 of	 Jesus	 Christ	 that	 seals	 our

mandate	for	using	the	concrete	in	order	to	reveal	the	abstract	and	the	invisible.
God	came	to	us	in	human	flesh.	He	entered	into	the	everyday	experiences	of	life.
He	sanctified	bread	and	wine.	He	saw	God	 in	 the	 lilies	and	 the	birds.	He	used
parables,	metaphors,	and	similes	to	convey	profound	truths.	He	appealed	to	the



sanctified	imagination	of	His	disciples	who,	too	often,	were	such	literalists	that
they	completely	missed	His	meaning	(note	John	2:19–22;	4:31–34;	11:11–13).	In
every	way,	our	Lord	encourages	us	to	use	art	forms	in	the	service	of	the	gospel.
It	 is	beyond	the	scope	of	 this	book	to	deal	with	 the	many	difficult	questions

that	this	subject	presents	to	us,	but	some	of	these	questions	we	cannot	avoid.

THE	NATURE	OF	ART
	
To	begin	with,	what	is	art?	A	critic	of	another	generation,	Irwin	Edman,	wrote

that	 “art	 is	 the	 name	 for	 that	 whole	 process	 of	 intelligence	 which	 life,
understanding	its	own	conditions,	turns	them	[statues,	pictures,	and	symphonies]
to	the	most	interesting	or	exquisite	account.”6	Christian	artists	receive	what	they
have	as	 the	gift	of	God	and	create	what	 they	do	to	 the	glory	of	God.	They	see
themselves	as	stewards,	as	sharing	with	God	in	the	miracle	of	creativity.	We	are
told	that	Johann	Sebastian	Bach	often	put	the	letters	S	D	G	on	his	compositions,
signifying	Soli	Deo	Gloria,	“to	God	alone	be	the	glory.”
Two	experiences	my	wife	and	I	had	in	England	come	to	mind,	both	of	 them

from	our	first	visit.	We	had	 just	 finished	 touring	St.	Paul’s	Cathedral	and	were
quite	impressed	with	what	we	saw.	But	it	was	so	unlike	our	churches	at	home!
Where	 were	 the	 meetings	 held?	 Could	 the	 people	 ever	 hear	 a	 sermon	 here?
When	 our	 guide	 asked	 for	 questions,	my	wife	 asked,	 “Why	was	 this	 building
built?”	Without	pausing,	the	guide	replied,	“Why,	to	the	glory	of	God!”
Westminster	Abbey	was	the	location	for	the	second	experience.	I	had	noticed

some	damage	in	a	lovely	carved	screen,	so	I	asked	the	guide	what	caused	it.	She
stiffened	up	like	a	soldier	on	duty,	pursed	her	lips,	and	said,	“Why,	the	Puritans
tried	to	wreck	it!	They	tried	to	wreck	everything!”
The	way	we	evaluate	beauty,	its	place	and	its	use,	can	be	evidence	of	what	we

believe	about	God	and	His	creation.	It	is	true	that	the	Puritans	were	plain	people
who	 opposed	 anything	 that	 smacked	 of	 papal	 idolatry,	 including	 lovely	 altar
screens.	That	they	carried	their	iconoclastic	crusades	too	far	is	probably	true,	just
as	 it	 is	 true	 that	 the	 established	 church	 of	 their	 day	 probably	 carried	 their
nonevangelical	embellishments	too	far.
If	 art	 is	 our	 master,	 then	 it	 becomes	 idolatry;	 but	 if	 art	 is	 our	 servant,	 it

becomes	ministry.	Anything	symbolic,	from	a	Communion	wafer	to	a	cathedral,
can	become	an	idol	if	we	permit.	But	the	minute	it	becomes	an	idol,	it	loses	the
power	to	encourage	spiritual	life	and	growth.	God	does	not	live	in	buildings	or
wafers,	but	He	can	make	use	of	both	to	reveal	Himself	to	us.	The	experience	of
the	worshiper	does	not	stop	at	the	bread	in	his	hand	or	the	building	around	him;



it	goes	beyond	and	reaches	to	God.	True	art	is	simply	the	human	attempt	to	use
what	God	gives	us	to	touch	our	senses	so	that	experience	(religious	or	otherwise)
is	clarified	and	interpreted.
“But	all	we	need	is	the	Bible!”	the	opposition	declares.	“What	need	have	we

for	poetry,	symbols,	and	so	forth?	Let	God	be	God	and	let	Him	be	seen	in	His
Word!”
That	is	a	noble	declaration	of	faith	in	the	importance	of	the	Bible;	but	it	is	not

too	 intelligent,	because	 the	Bible	 itself	 is	made	up	of	“poetry,	 symbols,	and	so
forth.”	The	Bible	is	a	work	of	art,	inspired	by	the	Spirit	of	God.	In	it	God	uses
narrative,	 poems,	 riddles,	 similes	 and	metaphors,	 parables,	 symbols,	 and	 other
literary	 devices	 to	 convey	 His	 truth	 to	 us.	 Jesus	 did	 not	 give	 a	 lecture	 on
hermeneutics;	He	simply	said,	“The	seed	is	the	word	of	God.”	Paul	did	not	try	to
explain	 all	 the	 intricate	 relationships	 between	 Jesus	 Christ	 and	 His	 church;
instead,	 he	 compared	 Christ	 to	 a	 bridegroom	 and	 the	 church	 to	 a	 bride.	 The
capstone	 of	 the	 Bible,	 the	 Book	 of	 Revelation,	 is	 saturated	 with	 religious
symbolism,	related	no	doubt	to	Daniel	and	Ezekiel.
To	defend	the	Bible,	then,	is	to	defend	the	right	use	of	the	arts	to	convey	the

message	of	God’s	truth.

THE	FUNCTION	OF	ART
	
What	is	art	supposed	to	accomplish?	Is	it	simply	supposed	to	imitate	nature—

or	 is	 there	 more	 involved?	 Calvin	 admitted	 that	 the	 arts	 could	 be	 useful	 in
instructing	 people,	 and	 this	 would	 be	 especially	 true	 where	 illiteracy	 might
abound.	 The	 stained	 glass	 windows	 of	 the	 medieval	 cathedrals	 were	 used	 to
teach	 many	 uneducated	 peasants	 the	 basic	 stories	 of	 the	 Bible.	 Likewise,	 the
miracle	plays	dramatized	doctrine	and	taught	the	crowds	far	more	than	they	were
likely	to	learn	from	their	dull	preachers.
But	Christian	art	must	be	more	than	imitation	and	instruction;	it	must	also	be

interpretation.	 The	 artist	 sees	 and	 senses	 reality	 and	 then	 tries	 to	 convey	 that
experience	 to	 us	 in	 a	 poem,	 a	 play,	 a	 song,	 a	 picture.	When	 I	was	 in	my	 first
pastorate,	we	built	a	new	church	sanctuary,	and	the	designing	of	it	was	quite	an
experience	for	me.	Of	course,	like	most	neighborhood	churches,	we	had	to	watch
the	budget.	 I	suggested	 to	 the	architect	 that	we	build	a	simple	square	building,
putting	a	“church	façade”	at	the	front	to	make	it	look	better.
He	looked	at	me,	shook	his	head,	and	said,	“Young	man,	we	are	designing	a

church.	 There	 should	 be	 nothing	 fake	 about	 a	 church	 building!	 A	 façade	 is	 a
form	of	deception,	and	we	want	no	deception	in	a	church!”



This	 architect	 would	 have	 gotten	 along	 beautifully	 with	 Charles	 Spurgeon,
who	believed	 that	art	was	definitely	an	expression	of	 theology.	When	his	great
tabernacle	 in	 London	 was	 being	 designed,	 Spurgeon	 made	 it	 clear	 that	 the
building	would	 be	Grecian	 and	 not	Gothic.	 “We	 owe	 nothing	 to	 the	Goths	 as
religionists,”	he	explained.	“We	have	a	great	part	of	our	Scriptures	in	the	Grecian
language,	 and	 this	 shall	 be	 a	 Grecian	 place	 of	 worship;	 and	 God	 give	 us	 the
power	and	life	of	that	master	of	the	Grecian	tongue,	the	apostle	Paul,	 that	here
like	wonders	may	be	done	by	the	preaching	of	the	word	as	were	wrought	by	his
ministry!”7
The	Christian	 artist	must	be	 an	 interpreter	who	helps	us	 see	 and	understand

experience.	He	is	not	manufacturing	mirrors	that	merely	reflect	what	we	already
see;	 he	 is	 giving	 us	windows	 through	which	we	 can	 see	what	we	 have	 never
seen.	He	is	also	giving	us	doors	that	open	out	into	new	experiences.	Idolatry	is	a
limiting	 thing	 that	 draws	 narrow	boundaries.	 True	 artistry	 is	 a	 liberating	 thing
that	points	out	horizons	and	dares	us	to	launch	out	into	the	deep.
This	is	the	way	Irwin	Edman	explains	it:

The	artist	when	he	ceases	to	be	merely	a	gifted	and	trifling	craftsman	turns	out	to	be,	in	his	very
choice	of	themes,	in	his	selection	of	materials,	in	his	total	and	residual	effect,	a	commentator	on	life
and	existence;	in	his	immediate	and	imaginative	way	he	is	a	philosopher.8

	
This	is	why	we	had	better	be	careful	which	artists	we	select	for	the	creative

works	that	go	into	the	worship	of	the	Lord.

MUSIC
	
Let’s	think	about	Christian	music	and	its	relationship	to	art	and	worship.	“The

world	 was	 born	 to	 the	 sound	 of	 music,”	 writes	 Richard	 Allen	 Bodey.	 “At	 its
creation	 ‘the	morning	 stars	 sang	 together,	 and	 all	 the	 sons	 of	God	 shouted	 for
joy’	 (Job	 38:7).	On	 the	 night	 the	 Savior	 of	 the	world	was	 born,	 a	 thunderous
doxology	sung	by	angel	choirs,	‘Glory	to	God	in	the	highest’	(Luke	2:14),	burst
over	the	Judean	hills	and	echoed	across	the	arches	of	the	heavens.”9	If	a	person
wants	to	participate	in	Christian	worship,	he	or	she	will	have	a	difficult	time	not
singing.
The	 first	music	mentioned	 in	 the	Bible	 is	 connected	with	 the	 civilization	of

Cain,	who	had	 turned	his	back	on	God.	Jubal	was	“the	father	of	all	 those	who
play	the	harp	and	flute”	(Gen.	4:21).	His	name,	by	the	way,	gives	us	our	English
word	jubilee,	and	the	Hebrew	word	means	“a	 trumpet	or	ram’s	horn.”	The	fact



that	 music	 seems	 to	 have	 originated	 with	 the	 God-rejecting	 Cainites	 has	 led
some	 believers	 to	 reject	 (or	 at	 least	 suspect)	 the	 use	 of	 instrumental	music	 in
Christian	 worship.	 It	 is	 acceptable	 to	 sing	 the	 Psalms,	 but	 always	 without
accompaniment.	The	Brethren	writer	C.	H.	Macintosh	wrote:

As	in	Cain’s	day,	the	grateful	sounds	of	“the	harp	and	organ,”	no	doubt,	completely	drowned,	to
man’s	ear,	 the	cry	of	Abel’s	blood;	so	now,	man’s	ear	 is	 filled	with	other	sounds	 than	 those	which
issue	from	Calvary,	and	his	eye	filled	with	other	objects	than	a	crucified	Christ.10

	
The	author	seems	 to	be	suggesting	 that	sounds	for	 the	ear	and	sights	 for	 the

eye	can	bring	ruin	to	the	soul,	and	indeed	they	might.	But	we	need	to	remember
that	 God	 had	 beauty	 in	 both	 sound	 and	 sight	 long	 before	 Cain’s	 descendants
went	 to	 work.	 In	 his	 commentary	 on	 Genesis	 4:22,	 Calvin	 admitted	 that	 “the
liberal	arts	and	sciences	have	descended	to	us	from	the	heathen.”	But	he	did	not
believe	that	this	fact	should	rob	us	of	the	privilege	of	using	the	arts	and	sciences
for	the	glory	of	God.

Now,	although	the	invention	of	the	harp,	and	of	similar	instruments	of	music,	may	minister	to
our	pleasure,	rather	than	to	our	necessity,	still	it	is	not	to	be	thought	altogether	superfluous;	much	less
does	it	deserve,	in	itself,	to	be	condemned.	.	.	.	But	such	is	the	nature	of	music,	that	it	can	be	adapted
to	the	offices	of	religion,	and	made	profitable	to	men;	if	only	it	be	free	from	vicious	attractions,	and
from	the	 foolish	delight,	by	which	 it	 seduces	men	from	better	employments,	and	occupies	 them	in
vanity.11

	
Once	 again,	 Luther	 pulls	 no	 punches.	 “Music	 is	 God’s	 greatest	 gift.	 It	 has

often	so	stimulated	and	stirred	me	that	I	felt	the	desire	to	preach.”12	He	also	said,
“I	place	music	next	to	theology	and	give	it	the	highest	praise.”13	Luther	was	an
excellent	 musician	 and	 led	 the	 way	 toward	 restoring	 scriptural	 songs	 and
congregational	singing	to	the	worship	services.
Music	 is	 important	 to	God’s	people.	It	 is	one	of	 the	best	ways	of	expressing

praise	 to	 God,	 and	 it	 is	 an	 effective	 means	 of	 education	 and	 evangelism.	We
witness	to	God,	to	the	church,	and	to	the	lost	world	whenever	we	sing.	Music	is
also	a	means	of	strengthening	and	expressing	unity	in	the	church.	Except	for	the
song	 books	 published	 by	 cultic	 religious	 groups,	 the	 Christian	 hymnal	 is	 a
beautiful	 example	 of	 true	 biblical	 ecumenicity.	 A	 Baptist	 congregation	 will
enthusiastically	sing	songs	by	a	Methodist	(“Christ	the	Lord	Is	Risen	Today!”),
an	 Anglican	 (“Rock	 of	 Ages,	 Cleft	 for	 Me”),	 and	 even	 a	 Roman	 Catholic
(“Jesus,	 the	 Very	 Thought	 of	 Thee”).	 People	 who	 dislike	 classical	 music	 will
sing	melodies	borrowed	from	Beethoven	(“Joyful,	Joyful	We	Adore	Thee”)	and
Haydn	(“Glorious	Things	of	Thee	Are	Spoken”).	Music	is	a	universal	language,



to	be	sure.
Why	is	it,	then,	that	music	creates	so	much	conflict	among	the	people	of	God?

For	one	 thing,	music	confronts	 the	whole	person—	mind,	heart,	and	will—and
demands	some	kind	of	response.	Music	instructs	the	mind,	inspires	the	emotions,
and	 challenges	 the	 will.	 Boswell	 admitted	 to	 Samuel	 Johnson	 that	 music
influenced	him	strongly.	“I	told	him	that	it	affected	me	to	such	a	degree,	as	often
to	 agitate	 my	 nerves	 painfully,	 producing	 in	 my	 mind	 alternate	 sensations	 of
pathetic	dejection,	so	that	I	was	ready	to	shed	tears;	and	of	daring	resolution,	so
that	 I	was	 inclined	 to	 rush	 into	 the	 thickest	 part	 of	 the	 battle.	 ‘Sir	 (said	 he),	 I
should	never	hear	it,	if	it	made	me	such	a	fool.’”14
It	 should	 not	 surprise	 us	 that	 great	 revival	 movements,	 evangelistic

campaigns,	and	political	and	nationalistic	crusades	have	all	swept	forward	on	the
wings	of	song.	Even	Israel	felt	a	new	sense	of	unity	and	victory	when	they	sang
God’s	praises	 at	 the	Red	Sea	 (Exod.	15),	 a	 scene	 that	will	 be	 repeated	 in	new
dimensions	when	God’s	people	arrive	in	heaven	(Rev.	15:1–4).
I	am	convinced	that	congregations	learn	more	theology	(good	and	bad)	from

the	 songs	 they	 sing	 than	 from	 the	 sermons	 they	 hear.	 Many	 sermons	 are
doctrinally	sound	and	contain	a	fair	amount	of	biblical	information,	but	they	lack
that	 necessary	 emotional	 content	 that	 gets	 hold	 of	 the	 listener’s	 heart.	Music,
however,	 reaches	 the	mind	and	 the	heart	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 It	has	 the	power	 to
touch	and	move	the	emotions,	and	for	that	reason	can	become	a	wonderful	tool
in	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 Spirit	 or	 a	 terrible	weapon	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 the	Adversary.
Naive	congregations	can	sing	their	way	into	heresy	before	they	even	realize	what
is	going	on.
Another	 reason	why	music	 can	 create	problems	 in	 the	 local	 assembly	 is	 the

absence	 of	 training	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 congregation.	 Most	 church	 members
consider	themselves	experts	in	the	area	of	music,	and	they	do	not	hesitate	to	tell
the	 pastor	 or	 the	minister	 of	music	 exactly	which	music	 is	 right	 and	which	 is
wrong.	 Of	 course,	 “what	 is	 right”	 is	 music	 they	 personally	 enjoy;	 “what	 is
wrong”	is	music	they	do	not	enjoy.	It	is	as	simple	as	that.
But	what	 they	are	doing	 is	building	 their	church	music	ministry	on	personal

taste	 and	 prejudice	 rather	 than	 on	 biblical	 principles.	 This	 is	 not	 to	 criticize
personal	taste,	because	all	of	us	have	personal	likes	and	dislikes	when	it	comes
to	music.	But	 there	 is	no	explanation	 for	 taste.	“Taste	by	 itself,	no	matter	how
refined	 it	 is,	 is	 useless,”	writes	Harold	M.	Best.	 “If	God	 senses	 faith	 at	work,
faith	 which	 makes	 us	 free	 of	 conditioned	 reflexes,	 he	 smiles,	 whatever	 the
supposed	 level	 of	 achievement	 at	 the	 time.”15	 The	 little	 girl	 who	 struggles
through	her	piano	solo	at	the	annual	Sunday	school	program	pleases	God	just	as



much	as	the	gifted	organist	playing	a	difficult	fugue	during	the	offertory.
Personally,	I	do	not	get	a	great	deal	of	enjoyment	or	edification	from	Sunday

school	 programs,	 but	 I	 must	 not	 permit	 my	 personal	 tastes	 and	 prejudices	 to
determine	 what	 God	 can	 or	 cannot	 bless,	 or	 even	 what	 others	 can	 or	 cannot
enjoy.	I	enjoy	classical	music,	especially	the	great	Christian	classics,	while	other
members	 of	 my	 family	 enjoy	 “easy	 listening”	 music	 and	 even	 “country-
western.”	My	wife	 and	 I	 enjoy	 authentic	 Chinese	 food,	 but	we	 have	 relatives
who	will	not	even	try	it.	There	is	no	accounting	for	personal	tastes,	and	we	must
not	make	taste	the	basis	for	our	ministry	of	music.
Francis	Schaeffer	says	just	about	the	same	thing	when	he	discusses	style.	“Let

me	say	 firmly	 that	 there	 is	no	such	 thing	as	a	godly	style	or	an	ungodly	style.
The	more	one	tries	to	make	such	a	distinction,	the	more	confusing	it	becomes.”16
But	 each	 of	 us	 has	 his	 or	 her	 preferences,	 and	 it	 is	 easy	 to	 make	 these
preferences	 the	 law	of	 the	Medes	and	 the	Persians	 that	 cannot	be	altered.	And
when	you	start	applying	personal	tests	and	tastes	to	all	the	elements	that	make	up
music—tone,	rhythm,	melody,	lyrics,	and	so	on—you	end	up	with	a	hopelessly
complicated	problem.

EVALUATING	MUSIC	FOR	WORSHIP
	

All	of	this	suggests	that	we	need	some	sensible	standards	to	help	us	evaluate
Christian	music.	Let	me	suggest	five.
1.	Biblical	content.	If	there	is	no	message	in	the	song,	or	if	the	message	does

not	 square	 with	 orthodox	 biblical	 doctrine,	 then	 there	 is	 no	 place	 for	 it	 in
Christian	worship.	In	my	Bible	conference	ministry	in	many	places,	I	have	had
to	endure	some	very	unbiblical	music.	I	have	heard	well-known	artists,	some	of
them	 quite	 gifted,	 sing	 songs	 in	 church	 that	 belonged	more	 appropriately	 at	 a
Boy	Scout	campfire	or	a	meeting	of	a	service	club.	The	name	of	Jesus	was	not
used,	and	God	was	referred	 to	only	obliquely.	When	Jesus	was	mentioned	in	a
song,	what	was	said	about	Him	was	vague	and	sentimental,	not	theological;	and
you	 could	 have	 substituted	 “Buddha”	 or	 “Zoroaster”	 without	 affecting	 the
message	of	the	song.
I	 am	 not	 suggesting	 that	 Christian	 lyrics	 use	 technical	 theological	 language

(what	rhymes	with	“predestination”?),	because	we	must	leave	room	for	creative
expression	 in	our	 religious	poetry.	But	 the	 language	we	use	should	express	 the
doctrine	we	hold,	and	if	it	does	not,	it	is	not	a	Christian	song.	How	can	the	Spirit
of	God	use	a	song	that	ignores	or	contradicts	what	He	wrote	in	the	Bible?	After
all,	when	you	compare	Ephesians	5:18–33	with	Colossians	3:16–19,	you	see	that



to	be	filled	with	the	Spirit	of	God	means	to	be	controlled	by	the	Word	of	God.
What	 are	 the	 evidences	 of	 being	 filled	with	 the	 Spirit?	 The	 believer	 is	 joyful
(Eph.	5:19),	thankful	(5:20),	and	submissive	(5:21–25).	What	are	the	evidences
that	the	believer	is	filled	with	the	Word	of	God?	He	or	she	is	joyful	(Col.	3:16),
thankful	(3:17),	and	submissive	(3:18,	19).
Personally,	 I	 have	 a	 difficult	 time	 believing	 that	 a	 singer	 is	 filled	 with	 the

Spirit	if	his	or	her	song	is	not	filled	with	the	Word.	Some	people	who	think	they
are	filled	with	the	Spirit	may	only	be	fooled	by	the	spirits,	and	this	is	dangerous.
God	blesses	His	Word,	not	our	talents.
If	 a	 song	 is	 biblically	 sound,	 it	 will	 have	 a	 Christian	 outlook	 on	 life,	 a

Christian	 worldview.	 It	 will	 not	 simply	 be	 a	 worldly	 song	 punctuated	 with
biblical	phrases,	but	a	biblical	song	presented	in	a	way	that	communicates	truth
to	believers	and	a	lost	world.	I	have	had	my	fill	of	religious	celebrities	and	their
“pep	 songs”	 that	 exhort	me	 to	 face	 the	wind,	 climb	 the	mountain,	 and	 keep	 a
smile	on	my	face.	My	needs	are	much	deeper.
The	biblical	message	 in	 the	song	must	be	understandable	and	presented	 in	a

way	 that	can	be	understood.	This	also	applies	 to	congregational	 singing.	“Sing
praises	with	understanding”	(Ps.	47:7).
“I	will	pray	with	the	spirit,	and	I	will	also	pray	with	the	understanding.	I	will

sing	with	the	spirit,	and	I	will	also	sing	with	the	understanding”	(1	Cor.	14:15).
What	 Paul	wrote	 about	 his	 preaching	 applies	 to	 our	 singing:	 “in	 the	 church	 I
would	 rather	 speak	 five	words	with	my	understanding,	 that	 I	may	 teach	others
also,	than	ten	thousand	words	in	a	tongue”	(1	Cor.	14:19).
It	is	unfortunate	that	we	have	biblically	illiterate	people	in	our	congregations

who	may	not	recognize	or	understand	the	scriptural	references	and	allusions	in
even	our	great	hymns	of	 the	church.	The	pastor	and	minister	of	music	need	 to
educate	 the	 people	 and	 relate	 the	 hymnal	 to	 the	Word	 of	 God.	 In	 one	 of	 my
pastorates,	 I	 did	 a	 series	 of	 sermons	 based	 on	 the	 Scriptures	 that	 form	 the
foundations	for	some	of	the	great	hymns,	and	some	of	the	members	were	amazed
to	discover	that	hymns	were	based	on	the	Bible!17
2.	Technical	excellence.	No	amount	of	beautiful	melody	can	compensate	 for

poor	poetry.	At	the	same	time,	why	should	beautiful	poetry	be	wedded	to	an	ugly
tune?	 In	 the	 lyrics,	 the	 melody,	 the	 arrangement,	 and	 the	 presentation
(instrumental	 and	 vocal),	 technical	 excellence	 is	 vitally	 important.	 Each
musician	must	do	his	or	her	very	best,	and	must	keep	striving	to	do	even	better.
“Play	skillfully”	is	the	admonition	of	Psalm	33:3.	No	amount	of	spirituality	can
compensate	for	lack	of	ability,	 just	as	no	amount	of	ability	can	compensate	for
lack	of	devotion	to	Christ.
God	wants	us	to	do	the	best	we	can	with	what	we	have.	Most	local	churches



cannot	afford	to	call	gifted	and	trained	musicians	to	direct	a	ministry	of	music,
and	some	churches	that	can	afford	it	have	overdone	it.	I	have	attended	services
where	the	pastor,	as	he	stood	to	preach,	could	well	have	said,	“We	interrupt	this
concert	 to	bring	you	a	sermon.”	The	God	who	rejoices	at	 the	songs	of	 infants,
and	even	the	calls	of	birds,	will	accept	the	dedicated	ministry	of	even	a	below-
average	musician	whose	heart	is	right	with	God.
3.	Spiritual	motive.	Only	God	sees	 the	 thoughts	and	intents	of	 the	heart,	and

we	must	 be	 careful	 not	 to	 pass	 judgment.	 The	 line	 between	 performance	 and
ministry	is	a	fine	one,	and	we	must	be	careful	not	to	cross	over	and	start	using
our	 abilities	 simply	 to	 promote	 ourselves.	 We	 believers	 must	 pray	 more	 for
Christians	 to	 whom	 God	 has	 given	 great	 musical	 talents,	 because	 they	 face
insidious	temptations	that	the	rest	of	us	may	not	encounter	in	quite	the	same	way.
At	any	 rate,	all	believers,	whether	 in	 the	choir	or	 in	 the	congregation,	whether
leading	or	following,	need	to	minister	to	the	glory	of	God.
4.	Authenticity.	I	mean	by	this	that	ministry	is	a	true	and	sincere	expression	of

the	person	and	his	or	her	culture.	When	visiting	the	mission	fields,	I	have	always
appreciated	 sharing	 in	 authentic	 expressions	 of	 worship	 rather	 than	 imported
ones.	 The	 Great	 Commission	 does	 not	 tell	 us	 to	 export	 our	 culture	 or	 our
particular	forms	of	worship.	The	living	Word	of	God	will	of	itself,	if	permitted,
generate	forms	of	worship	that	belong	to	the	people	and	their	culture.	This	does
not	mean	 that	 one	 culture	 cannot	 borrow	 from	 another	 and	 thereby	 enrich	 its
own	 religious	 experience,	 because	 we	 all	 learn	 from	 one	 another.	 It	 simply
means	 that	 expressions	 of	 worship	 must	 be	 authentic,	 revealing	 the	 cultural
distinctions	of	the	people.
Once	 again,	 it	 is	 the	 incarnation	 that	 encourages	 this	 approach	 to	 worship.

When	 our	 Lord	 came	 to	 earth,	 He	 entered	 a	 definite	 culture	 and	 expressed
Himself	 in	 terms	appreciated	and	understood	by	 the	people	of	 that	 culture.	He
related	 the	new	 to	 the	old	and	 the	 timeless	 to	 the	needs	of	 the	hour.	The	early
heralds	of	the	gospel	followed	His	example	and	presented	the	Word	in	ways	that
identified	with	the	cultures	of	the	people	who	heard	that	Word.
This	does	not	mean	 that	we	“baptize”	everything	 in	our	culture	and	claim	 it

for	 Christ,	 because	 there	 are	 some	 practices	 and	 values	 that	 certainly	 are	 not
worthy	 of	 the	 gospel.	 When	 it	 comes	 to	 planning	 the	 church’s	 worship,	 the
leaders	must	keep	their	balance	lest	they	permit	culture	to	destroy	the	Christian
testimony	 or	 the	 Christian	 faith	 to	 destroy	 the	 culture.	 Our	 task	 is	 not	 to
transplant	our	culture	in	the	name	of	Christ,	but	to	transform	their	culture	by	the
power	of	Christ.
But	this	principle	is	true	of	individual	Christians	within	the	same	culture.	Not

everyone	expresses	her	or	his	faith	in	the	same	way,	and	we	must	leave	room	for



variety	so	long	as	it	expresses	authenticity.	My	wife	and	I	once	worshiped	in	a
Baptist	church	in	the	Smoky	Mountains.	Although	the	service	was	different	from
anything	we	had	ever	experienced,	 it	was	authentic.	The	congregation,	singers,
and	pastor	were	praising	God	in	a	manner	 that	suited	 them	perfectly.	Had	they
acted	 like	 a	 Presbyterian	 congregation	 on	Fifth	Avenue,	New	York,	we	would
have	suspected	something.
This	is	not	to	suggest	that	there	was	no	room	for	improvement,	or	that	“This	is

the	way	we	do	it”	is	the	all-embracing	excuse	that	permits	anything	to	happen.
The	Holy	Spirit	can	use	the	Word	to	instruct	us,	if	we	are	willing,	and	to	show	us
a	 better	 way.	 But	 the	 Spirit	 will	 not	 destroy	 individuality	 in	 order	 to	 impose
conformity.
“The	history	of	Christian	worship,”	writes	Frank	C.	Senn,	“is	the	story	of	the

give	 and	 take	 between	 cult	 and	 culture.”18	 This	 helps	 us	 to	 understand	 why
ethnic	groups	prefer	to	worship	together:	they	share	a	common	culture.	My	wife
and	 I	 have	 a	 predominantly	 Scandinavian	 background	 and	 enjoy	 the	 worship
traditions	that	belong	to	that	heritage.	But	we	have	also	learned	to	appreciate	the
traditions	of	other	groups,	and	this	has	enriched	our	own	worship	experience.
5.	Balance.	Even	in	worship,	it	is	possible	to	have	too	much	of	a	good	thing.

Variety	 and	 balance	 are	 important	 if	 we	 are	 to	 have	 a	 healthy	 worship
experience.	This	is	why	it	is	good	to	follow	the	Christian	Year	and	pay	attention
to	 the	 great	 festivals	 that	 proclaim	 our	 faith	 history.	Without	 sacrificing	 their
own	 freedom	or	 ignoring	 the	 burden	 of	 their	 own	 heart,	 Spirit-led	 pastors	 can
guide	their	flocks	through	the	special	seasons	of	the	year	and	still	deliver	God’s
message	 for	 that	hour.	 If	 I	were	pastoring	a	 church	again,	 I	 think	 I	would	pay
more	attention	to	variety	and	balance	in	both	the	music	and	the	preaching.	There
were	 areas	 of	 Christian	 truth	 and	 duty	 that	 I	 fear	 I	 overlooked	 because	 of
ignorance	or	prejudice.	I	think	I	would	also	provide	more	variety	and	balance	in
the	Scripture	lessons,	perhaps	even	following	some	adaptation	of	a	pericope.
Finally,	I	think	I	would	pay	more	attention	to	the	setting	of	worship.	I	realize

the	dangers	 that	 are	 involved	when	we	get	 too	concerned	about	“atmosphere,”
but	 perhaps	 we	 could	 afford	 to	 take	 a	 few	 risks!	 “All	 the	 arts	 can	 make	 a
contribution	 to	 Christian	worship,”	writes	 Frank	C.	 Senn.	 “But	 this	 is	 not	 the
same	as	saying	that	liturgy	is	an	art	form.”19	The	arts	can	help	us	to	express	our
worship,	 but	 we	 must	 take	 care	 not	 to	 worship	 the	 arts.	 This	 is	 “religious
estheticism”	and	it	breeds	a	cult	that	caters	to	taste	instead	of	to	truth.
Human	 beings	 are	 works	 of	 art,	 made	 in	 the	 image	 of	 God.	 The	 world	 in

which	we	 live	 is	 a	work	 of	 art,	 declaring	 the	 glory	 and	wisdom	 of	God.	 The
church	 is	 God’s	 “poem”	 (Eph.	 2:10—poi ma“	 workmanship”)	 and	 is	 being



created	after	His	master	plan.	Our	worship	ought	to	make	the	best	use	of	all	the
wonderful	materials	 He	 has	 given	 us—truth,	 people,	material	 objects,	 sounds,
smells,	 foods,	 and	 skillful	 arts.	All	 things	 can	 and	 should	 be	 sanctified	 by	 the
Word	 of	 God	 and	 prayer	 and	 made	 suitable	 for	 the	 Master’s	 use.	 “Let	 them
praise	 the	 name	of	 the	LORD,	 for	He	 commanded	 and	 they	were	 created”	 (Ps.
148:5).
	

Gracious	Father,
Forgive	me	for	being	so	blind	and	deaf.	Your	universe	is	one	vast	cathedral
of	praise,	and	yet	I	have	not	seen	it	or	heard	it	as	I	should,	and	I	have
been	the	poorer	because	of	my	ignorance.

All	 things	You	have	created	praise	Your	Name.	And	all	of	creation	can	be
used	by	Your	church	to	worship	You.	Thank	You,	Father,	for	this	treasury
of	blessing.

Thank	You,	too,	for	the	gifted	people	You	have	given	to	Your	church	to	help
us	use	the	arts	to	worship	and	serve	You.	May	it	be	the	Creator,	not	 the
creature,	who	receives	the	glory.

May	we	truly	worship	You	in	beauty.	Your	world	is	 filled	with	beauty.	You
are	 infinitely	 original	 and	 the	 variety	 of	 Your	 creation	 amazes	 me.
Deliver	us	from	sameness	as	we	praise	Your	Name.	Be	pleased	to	guide
us	into	true	creativity,	and	save	us	from	novelty.

In	Jesus’	Name,
Amen.



Part	4
	

WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WARFARE

	
Let	the	high	praises	of	God	be	in	their	mouth,	and	a	two-edged	sword	in	their	hand.

	
—PSALM	149:6

In	this	Israel	was	not	an	example,	but	a	type;	we	will	not	copy	the	chosen	people	in	making	literal
war,	but	we	will	fulfill	the	emblem	by	carrying	on	spiritual	war.

	
—CHARLES	HADDON	SPURGEON,

THE	TREASURY	OF	DAVID	(GRAND	RAPIDS:
BAKER,	1977),	VOL.	7,	P.	439

	
Who	is	this	King	of	glory?	
The	LORD	strong	and	mighty,	
The	LORD	mighty	in	battle.

	

—PSALM	24:8
	

But	You	have	cast	us	off	
and	put	us	to	shame,	
And	You	do	not	go	out	
with	our	armies.

	

—PSALM	44:9
	



Thirteen
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WARFARE
	
In	which	we	recover	a	neglected	fact	about	

Satan	and	learn	about	spiritual	warfare
	

GOD	AND	SATAN	have	this	in	common:	each	desires	our	worship.	God	wants
us	to	worship	Him	because	He	is	worthy	and	He	graciously	wants	to	transform
us.	Satan	wants	our	worship	because	he	wants	to	destroy	us,	and	worship	is	the
easiest	 way	 to	 achieve	 that	 diabolical	 purpose.	 This	 explains	 why	 worship
involves	warfare:

whenever	we	bow	to	worship	God,	the	Adversary	will	oppose	us.

GOD’S	RIVAL

	
The	 Bible	 doesn’t	 shed	 much	 light	 on	 the	 origin	 of	 Satan.	 Many	 scholars

believe	that	Isaiah	14:12–15	goes	beyond	the	immediate	reference	to	the	king	of
Babylon	and	applies	to	Satan.	If	so,	then	a	desire	for	worship	(which	is	basically
pride)	 was	 the	 sin	 that	 brought	 about	 Lucifer’s	 fall.	 “I	 will	 ascend	 above	 the
heights	of	 the	clouds,	 I	will	be	 like	 the	Most	High”	 (Isa.	14:14).	Apparently	a
number	of	angelic	creatures	were	willing	to	worship	Lucifer,	and	fell	with	him.
This	 satanic	 army	 opposes	 God	 and	 His	 people	 and	 can	 only	 be	 defeated	 by
God-given	spiritual	means.
When	Satan	tempted	our	first	parents,	his	appeal	was	centered	on	worship.	His

approach	was	to	question	God’s	Word	(“Has	God	indeed	said	.	.	.”—Gen.	3:1),
deny	God’s	Word	(“You	will	not	surely	die”—v.	4),	and	then	substitute	His	own
promise	(“You	will	be	like	God”—v.	5).	He	still	uses	this	strategy	today.
There’s	 no	 missing	 the	 parallel	 between	 Lucifer’s	 “I	 will	 be	 like	 the	Most

High”	and	the	deceptive	promise	“You	will	be	like	God.”	When	Adam	and	Eve
partook	of	the	fruit,	they	“exchanged	the	truth	of	God	for	the	lie,	and	worshiped
and	served	the	creature	rather	than	the	Creator”	(Rom.	1:25).	Satan	received	the



worship	 that	 he	 was	 seeking,	 and	 he	 is	 still	 receiving	 it	 whenever	 people
substitute	 the	creature	 for	 the	Creator	and	believe	 the	 lie	 that	 they	can	be	 their
own	god.	Actually,	this	ancient	lie	is	the	basis	for	the	New	Age	movement	today.
We	noted	at	the	beginning	of	this	pilgrimage	that	humility	is	important	to	true

spiritual	worship.	Pride	is	 the	essential	 ingredient	when	it	comes	to	worshiping
Satan.	Lucifer’s	repeated	“I	will”	(Isa.	14:12–15)	is	evidence	enough	of	his	pride
and	is	in	contrast	to	our	Lord’s	repeated	statement	in	the	garden,	“Nevertheless,
not	what	I	will,	but	what	You	will”	(Mark	14:36).	And	the	fall	of	Lucifer	must	be
contrasted	 with	 our	 Lord’s	 deliberate	 self-humbling	 described	 in	 Philippians
2:1–11.	Lucifer	exalted	himself	and	was	humiliated;	Christ	humbled	Himself	and
was	highly	exalted.
“So	 far	 as	 .	 .	 .	 worship	 [of	 Christ]	 is	 genuine	 and	 complete,	 pride	 is

eliminated,”	wrote	William	Temple;	“for	He	whom	we	worship	is	humility	itself
incarnate.”1
It	is	this	truth	that	helps	us	better	understand	the	worship	experiences	of	Cain

and	Abel	(Gen.	4).	Both	brothers	believed	in	God	and	both	came	to	the	altar	to
worship,	but	God	accepted	only	Abel’s	worship.	Satan	is	a	 liar	and	a	murderer
(John	8:44)	and	so	was	Cain:	he	murdered	his	own	brother	and	then	lied	about	it
to	God	(Gen.	4:1–15).	First	John	3:12	informs	us	that	Cain	“was	of	the	wicked
one	and	murdered	his	brother.	And	why	did	he	murder	him?	Because	his	works
were	 evil	 and	 his	 brother’s	 righteous.”	 “The	 sacrifice	 of	 the	 wicked	 is	 an
abomination	 to	 the	 LORD,	 but	 the	 prayer	 of	 the	 upright	 is	 His	 delight”	 (Prov.
15:8).
The	 character	 of	 our	 worship	 depends	 on	 the	 condition	 of	 our	 heart,	 for

“without	 faith	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 please	Him”	 (Heb.	 11:6).	 It	was	Abel’s	 faith
that	made	his	worship	 acceptable	 to	God	 (v.	4).	 In	humility,	 he	 accepted	what
God	had	said,	believed	 it,	 and	acted	upon	 it.	He	brought	 to	 the	altar	a	humble
sacrifice	of	faith,	and	God	bore	witness	that	he	had	been	accepted.
Throughout	the	Old	Testament,	there	is	a	clear	record	of	the	contrasting	lines

of	 Cain	 and	 Abel,	 unbelief	 and	 faith,	 Satan	 and	 God.	 Satan’s	 religion	 is	 the
religion	of	substitutes:	worship	anyone	or	anything	but	the	true	God.	He	enticed
Israel	to	worship	the	idols	of	the	pagan	nations	that	they	conquered.	Paul	makes
it	clear	that	idol	worship	is	actually	demonic	and	is	really	Satan	worship	(1	Cor.
10:14–22).	So	much	for	comparative	religions.
When	 Satan	 tempted	 our	 Lord	 in	 the	 wilderness,	 he	 offered	 Him	 all	 the

kingdoms	of	the	world	in	return	for	one	act	of	worship.	“All	these	things	I	will
give	You	if	You	will	fall	down	and	worship	me”	(Matt.	4:9),	and	the	verb	tense
indicates	a	single	act	of	worship.
Satan	pays	for	worship.	This	explains	why	he	slandered	Job,	saying	that	Job



served	 God	 only	 because	 God	 blessed	 him.	 Christians	 worship	 the	 Lord,	 not
because	He	pays	us	but	because	He	is	worthy	of	worship.	Like	the	three	Hebrew
men	 in	 Daniel	 3,	 true	 Christians	 won’t	 bow	 down	 to	 Satan	 even	 if	 the	 Lord
doesn’t	deliver	them	from	death.	They	echo	Job’s	confession,	“Though	He	slay
me,	yet	will	I	trust	Him”	(Job	13:15).
Satan	didn’t	ask	our	Lord	for	service;	but	Satan	certainly	knew	that	whatever

people	worship,	 they	serve.	That	explains	our	Lord’s	reply,	“You	shall	worship
the	LORD	your	God,	and	Him	only	you	shall	serve”	(Matt.	4:10;	see	also	Deut.
6:13;	10:20).
One	day	Satan	will	make	that	same	offer	to	another	individual,	and	it	will	be

accepted.	That	person	will	become	the	world	leader	that	the	Scriptures	call	“the
man	of	sin	 .	 .	 .	 the	son	of	perdition,	who	opposes	and	exalts	himself	above	all
that	 is	called	God	or	 that	 is	worshiped,	so	 that	he	sits	as	God	 in	 the	 temple	of
God,	showing	himself	that	he	is	God”	(2	Thess.	2:3,	4).	According	to	Revelation
13,	 this	 “man	of	 sin”	will	 cause	 the	whole	world	 to	worship	Satan,	 except,	 of
course,	those	who	belong	to	Christ	and	are	sealed	by	Him.
The	 fact	 that	 Satan	 has	 always	 wanted	 worship	 helps	 us	 to	 understand	 his

hatred	 for	 Israel,	God’s	chosen	people	who	have	given	witness	 to	 the	 true	and
living	God.	 It	 also	 explains	 Satan’s	 hatred	 for	 the	 church,	 the	 believing	 saints
“who	worship	God	in	the	Spirit,	rejoice	in	Christ	Jesus,	and	have	no	confidence
in	 the	 flesh”	 (Phil.	 3:3).	 Our	 spiritual	 worship	 of	 God	 hinders	 Satan’s	 work,
defeats	 his	 plans,	 robs	 him	 of	 territory,	 and	 increases	 his	 hatred	 of	 God	 and
God’s	 people.	 So	 long	 as	 any	 local	 church	 doesn’t	worship	God	 in	 the	 Spirit,
Satan	is	happy	to	let	them	do	anything	they	want	to	do;	for	he	knows	that	all	of
our	man-made	programs,	no	matter	how	seemingly	successful,	can	never	storm
the	gates	of	hell	and	defeat	his	demonic	armies.2

GOD’S	WORSHIPING	WARRIORS
	
A	worshiping	church	must	of	necessity	be	a	warring	church,	for	true	worship

is	spiritual	warfare.	The	best	example	of	this	truth	is	seen	in	the	nation	of	Israel.
From	the	hour	that	Israel	was	delivered	by	God	from	the	bondage	of	Egypt,	the
nation	was	constituted	a	holy	army	for	the	Lord.	“So	it	came	to	pass,	on	that	very
same	day,	that	the	LORD	brought	the	children	of	Israel	out	of	the	land	of	Egypt
according	 to	 their	 armies”	 (Exod.	 12:51).	 The	 nation’s	 song	 of	 triumph	 at	 the
Red	Sea	announced	without	apology,	“The	LORD	 is	a	man	of	war;	 the	LORD	 is
His	name”	(15:3).	Whenever	the	camp	of	Israel	moved,	the	procession	was	like
that	of	a	well-organized	army,	with	the	ark	of	God	leading	the	way	and	Moses



saying,	“Rise	up,	O	LORD!	Let	Your	enemies	be	scattered,	and	let	those	who	hate
You	flee	before	You”	(Num.	10:35).
In	short,	 Israel	was	a	worshiping	army,	 fighting	 the	battles	of	 the	Lord.	The

success	of	their	warfare	depended	on	the	success	of	their	worship.	If	they	were
right	with	God,	they	had	no	difficulty	defeating	their	enemies.	If	they	were	not
pleasing	to	God,	they	were	shamefully	defeated.	It	was	as	simple	as	that.	It	was
then	that	Israel	lamented,	“You	do	not	go	out	with	our	armies!”	(Ps.	44:9).
When	the	nation	took	a	census,	it	was	based	on	how	many	men	were	available

for	battle,	“all	who	are	able	to	go	to	war	in	Israel”	(Num.	1:3).	To	lose	a	battle
meant	much	more	than	causing	national	disgrace;	it	robbed	Jehovah	of	the	glory
due	to	His	name.	After	all,	He	is	“the	LORD	of	hosts,”	the	Lord	of	the	armies	of
heaven	and	earth.
The	center	of	 the	camp	was	especially	dedicated	 to	 the	Lord,	because	 that’s

where	the	tabernacle	stood.	Faithful	ministry	in	the	tabernacle	was	essential	for
victory	 on	 the	 battlefield.	 Israel’s	 shameful	 defeat	 before	 the	 Philistines	 was
caused	partly	 by	 the	 unfaithfulness	 of	 the	 priests	 (1	Sam.	 4).	Even	 though	 the
priests	carried	the	ark	of	God	out	to	the	battlefield,	God	didn’t	honor	them	with
victory.	What	they	did	was	not	an	act	of	faith;	it	was	only	superstition.
It	is	interesting	to	note	that	a	group	of	women	“assembled	at	the	door	of	the

tabernacle	of	meeting”	(Exod.	38:8).	The	Hebrew	word	translated	“assembled”
has	a	definite	military	flavor	to	it.	Literally	it	means	“assembled	by	troops	at	the
door	 of	 the	 tabernacle	 of	meeting.”	 In	 2	Kings	 25:19	 and	 Jeremiah	 52:25,	 the
word	refers	to	the	mustering	of	troops.
But	 even	 more	 interesting	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 this	 same	 word	 is	 used	 of	 the

ministry	of	the	priests	and	Levites	in	the	tabernacle.	“To	perform	the	service”	in
Numbers	4:23	and	8:24	literally	means	“to	war	the	warfare.”	The	spiritual	battle
was	fought	at	the	tabernacle;	the	physical	battle	was	waged	on	the	battlefield.
Soon	 after	 Israel’s	 exodus	 from	 Egypt,	 the	 people	 learned	 firsthand	 the

importance	 of	winning	 victories	 for	 the	 Lord.	 The	Amalekites	 attacked	 Israel,
but	God	gave	the	nation	victory	because	Moses,	holding	the	rod	of	God,	stood
on	the	mountain	and	interceded	with	God	(Exod.	17:8–16).	It	took	both	Joshua
with	his	sword	and	Moses	with	his	uplifted	rod	to	defeat	the	enemy.
The	 army	metaphor	 permeates	 the	 Book	 of	 Psalms.	 Psalm	 1	 magnifies	 the

God	of	blessing,	while	Psalm	2	extols	the	God	of	battles.	The	two	go	together.	It
is	 because	 Israel	 obeyed	 the	 law	 that	 God	 gave	 the	 people	 victory	 over	 their
enemies.	Psalm	68	 is	one	of	 the	most	militant	of	 the	Psalms,	describing	God’s
conquest	of	His	enemies.	“Let	God	arise,	let	His	enemies	be	scattered;	let	those
also	who	hate	Him	flee	before	Him”	 (v.	1).	 “You	have	ascended	on	high,	You
have	led	captivity	captive”	(v.	18).	We	shall	see	in	the	following	chapter	how	the



New	Testament	church	borrowed	these	psalms	and	applied	them	to	the	victories
of	Christ.
David’s	 praise	 in	Psalm	144	 certainly	would	 perplex	 a	 pacifist!	He	 actually

blesses	God	for	 training	his	hands	for	war!	 In	verse	9,	he	 lays	aside	his	sword
and	picks	up	his	harp;	the	soldier	becomes	the	singer.	Again,	it	is	the	blending	of
worship	and	warfare.	“Let	the	high	praises	of	God	be	in	their	mouth,	and	a	two-
edged	sword	in	their	hand”	(Ps.	149:6).	Worshiping	warriors!
Perhaps	 the	 most	 dramatic	 illustration	 of	 worship	 and	 warfare	 is	 seen	 in

Jehosaphat’s	confrontation	with	the	Moabites	and	the	Ammonites,	as	recorded	in
2	Chronicles	 20.	The	 first	 step	 the	king	 took	was	 to	 call	 a	 fast	 and	gather	 the
people	together	for	prayer.	In	that	prayer,	Jehoshaphat	reminded	the	Lord	of	His
promises	and	His	past	performances	on	behalf	of	the	people	of	Israel.	The	result
was	a	Spirit-given	message	 from	the	priest	 Jahaziel	 that	God	would	give	 them
the	victory.
The	next	day,	 the	king	assembled	 the	people	 for	battle,	but	he	did	a	 strange

thing:	he	put	the	singers	ahead	of	the	soldiers!	“And	when	he	had	consulted	with
the	 people,	 he	 appointed	 those	who	 should	 sing	 to	 the	LORD,	 and	who	 should
praise	the	beauty	of	holiness,	as	they	went	out	before	the	army	and	were	saying;
‘Praise	the	LORD,	for	His	mercy	endures	forever’”	(v.	21).
The	result?	God	caused	the	invading	armies	to	defeat	each	other!	Jehoshaphat

and	 his	 people	 didn’t	 even	 need	 to	 fight.	 They	 simply	 claimed	 the	 spoils	 and
returned	to	Jerusalem	for	a	great	praise	service	at	the	temple.
During	 Jeremiah’s	 day,	 the	 people	were	 sure	God	would	 protect	 them	 from

Babylon	because	the	temple	of	the	Lord	was	in	Jerusalem.	They	believed	that	He
would	never	permit	His	house	to	be	destroyed.	The	temple	services	were	going
on	 as	 usual	 and	 the	 false	 prophets	 were	 announcing	 peace	 and	 security,	 but
Jeremiah	knew	that	the	worship	at	the	temple	was	hypocritical	and	superstitious.
“Do	not	trust	in	these	lying	words,	saying,	‘The	temple	of	the	LORD,	the	temple
of	the	LORD,	the	temple	of	the	LORD	are	these’”	(Jer.	7:4).	“Behold,	you	trust	in
lying	 words	 that	 cannot	 profit”	 (v.	 8).	 Then	 Jeremiah	 gave	 them	 God’s
perspective	on	the	matter.	“Has	this	house,	which	is	called	by	My	name,	become
a	den	of	thieves	in	your	eyes?”	(v.	11).
The	 frightening	 thing	 is	 that,	 to	 all	 appearances,	 this	 was	 a	 time	 of	 great

religious	 revival.	The	 temple	had	been	 repaired,	 the	Godgiven	ceremonies	had
been	 restored,	 and	 the	 people	 were	 rejoicing	 in	 these	 blessings.	 Jeremiah’s
message	 of	 repentance	 and	 judgment	 sounded	 out	 of	 place	 against	 the	 joyful
sounds	of	the	temple	choirs	and	the	encouraging	messages	of	the	prophets.
Yes,	 the	 popularity	 of	 “national	 religion”	 was	 at	 an	 all-time	 high,	 but	 the

people’s	worship	wasn’t	 coming	 from	 their	 hearts.	 They	 broke	God’s	 law	 and



then	went	to	the	temple	to	seek	God’s	blessing!	They	made	the	temple	a	“a	den
of	thieves”—the	place	where	thieves	run	when	they	want	to	hide!	The	prophets,
priests,	and	people	were	using	public	religion	as	a	cover-up	for	their	private	sins.
The	 nation	 fell	 to	 the	 Babylonians.	 The	 temple	 was	 desecrated	 and	 then

destroyed.	Why?	Because	true	worship	had	disappeared	from	the	land.	Religion
was	popular,	but	it	was	not	penetrating.	It	was	a	veneer	that	covered	the	rotting
foundations	of	 the	nation.	The	people	fooled	each	other,	but	 they	couldn’t	 fool
God	or	His	true	servant,	Jeremiah.
The	 sad	 thing	 is	 that	 the	 prophets	were	 also	 to	 blame.	 In	 his	Lamentations,

Jeremiah	wrote:	“Your	prophets	have	seen	for	you	false	and	deceptive	visions;
they	 have	 not	 uncovered	 your	 iniquity,	 to	 bring	 back	 your	 captives,	 but	 have
envisioned	 for	 you	 false	 prophecies	 and	 delusions”	 (2:14).	Disaster	 had	 come
upon	 Jerusalem	 “because	 of	 the	 sins	 of	 her	 prophets	 and	 the	 iniquities	 of	 her
priests,	who	shed	in	her	midst	the	blood	of	the	just”	(4:13).
This	is	a	sobering	message	to	us	today.

	
Lord	of	Hosts,
Your	Son	has	won	for	us	that	decisive	victory	over	Satan	and	all	his	hosts.
He	has	“disarmed	principalities	and	powers.”

Hallelujah!
I	 realize	 now,	 O	 Lord,	 that	 there	 is	 a	 militant	 side	 to	 worship.	 You	 are
calling	me	to	have	Your	praises	on	my	lips	and	Your	sword	in	my	hand.
The	enemy	 is	 subtle	and	strong,	and	 I	cannot	win	 the	battle	 in	my	own
strength.

Help	 me	 to	 remember	 that	 my	 battle	 is	 not	 against	 flesh	 and	 blood,	 but
against	the	rulers	of	darkness	and	the	hosts	of	spiritual	wickedness.

May	I	not	depend	on	the	arm	of	flesh.	The	weapons	of	this	warfare	are	not
fleshly,	but	spiritual.

O	Lord,	help	Your	church	 to	be	a	conquering	army!	May	we	not	 trust	 the
externals—our	budgets,	our	buildings,	our	impressive	statistics.	May	we
trust	You	and	have	clean	hands	and	pure	hearts	so	that	You	might	 fight
our	 battles	 with	 us.	 And	 remind	 us	 that	 we	 are	 not	 fighting	 flesh	 and
blood;	we	are	fighting	spiritual	wickedness.

Lord,	give	us	unity.	May	we	fight	the	enemy	and	not	each	other.	Help	us	to
be	more	than	conquerors	through	Jesus	Christ	our	Lord!

Amen.



Fourteen
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WARFARE
	
In	which	we	discover	that	God’s	church	

today	is	a	spiritual	army
	

I	UNDERSTAND	that	evangelist	D.	L.	Moody	didn’t	want	his	soloist	Ira	Sankey
to	use	the	popular	song	“Onward	Christian	Soldiers”	in	their	campaigns	because
Moody	felt	the	church	was	a	poor	excuse	for	an	army.	He	was	probably	right.	If
being	 a	 good	 soldier	 involves	 obedience,	 discipline,	 and	 sacrifice,	 then	 many
professed	Christians	have	either	never	been	enlisted	or	have	gone	AWOL.
And	yet	our	Lord’s	first	mention	of	the	church	made	it	clear	that	believers	are

involved	in	a	battle:	“On	this	rock	I	will	build	my	church,	and	the	gates	of	Hades
shall	not	prevail	against	 it”	(Matt.	16:18).	In	Isaiah	38:10,	 the	phrase	“gates	of
Sheol”	 (the	Hebrew	equivalent	of	Hades)	 refers	 to	death;	 so	our	Lord’s	words
can	mean,	“The	church	will	never	be	swallowed	up	by	death.”	However,	in	the
Old	Testament	world,	“gates”	usually	referred	to	places	of	power	and	authority.
The	elders	of	 the	city	met	at	 the	gates	 to	 transact	 their	business.	So	 the	phrase
“gates	of	Hades”	probably	means	“the	very	power	and	authority	of	Satan.”
It	didn’t	take	Peter	long	to	discover	that	Satan	was	very	much	at	work!	After

making	his	great	confession	publicly,	Peter	privately	advised	Jesus	not	to	go	to
the	cross,	and	the	Savior	replied,	“Get	behind	me,	Satan!”
The	history	of	the	church	is	the	story	of	believing	people	storming	the	gates	of

hell	and	delivering	those	held	in	sin’s	bondage.	The	military	images	used	of	the
church	in	the	New	Testament	ought	to	convince	us	that	the	Christian	life	is	more
than	 joyful	 fellowship	or	 quiet	meditation.	 It	 is	 a	 battle	 that	we	 cannot	 escape
and	that	we	dare	not	lose.	One	of	the	keys	to	victory	is	worship.
In	his	“Epistle	to	the	Ephesians,”	Ignatius	of	Antioch	(died	c.	110)	wrote:

Take	heed,	then,	often	to	come	together	to	give	thanks	to	God,	and	show	forth	His	praise.	For
when	 ye	 come	 frequently	 together	 in	 the	 same	 place,	 the	 powers	 of	 Satan	 are	 destroyed,	 and	 his
“fiery	 darts”	 urging	 to	 sin	 fall	 back	 ineffectual.	 For	 your	 concord	 and	 harmonious	 faith	 prove	 his



destruction,	and	the	torment	of	his	assistants.1

	
I	 wonder	 how	 many	 believers	 today	 see	 corporate	 worship	 as	 a	 major

weapon	in	defeating	the	armies	of	hell?

ARMED	FOR	THE	BATTLE
	

Living	as	he	did	in	a	military	state,	and	knowing	as	he	did	the	spiritual	battle
in	which	he	was	engaged,	the	apostle	Paul	often	used	military	imagery	when	he
communicated	 with	 churches	 and	 pastors.	 In	 fact,	 along	 with	 athletics,
architecture,	and	anatomy,	the	army	is	one	of	Paul’s	favorite	figures.
Ephesians	6:10–20	is	a	key	text,	pointing	out	that	Satan	and	his	demonic	hosts

are	the	enemy,	but	that	God	has	given	us	the	equipment	we	need	for	successful
attack	 and	 defense.	 The	 image	 of	 “spiritual	 armor”	 is	 also	 used	 in	 Romans
13:11–13,	 2	 Corinthians	 6:7	 and	 10:2–6,	 and	 1	 Thessalonians	 5:5–8.	 God
expects	us	to	wear	this	armor,	yet	many	believers	ignore	it	completely.
Each	morning,	as	I	begin	my	devotional	time,	I	“put	on”	the	individual	pieces

of	the	armor	by	faith.	I	ask	the	Lord	to	equip	me	so	that	the	whole	armor	covers
me.	I	want	my	mind	protected	by	the	helmet	of	salvation	and	my	heart	covered
by	the	breastplate	of	righteousness.	I	want	my	actions	controlled	by	the	girdle	of
truth,	 and	 I	 want	 to	 walk	 wearing	 the	 shoes	 of	 peace,	 so	 that	 I	 will	 be	 a
peacemaker	and	not	a	troublemaker.	By	faith	I	take	the	Word	of	God,	the	Spirit’s
sword,	and	I	wield	it	against	the	attacks	of	the	wicked	one.	Then	I	pray	for	God’s
power	 to	enable	me	 to	stand	and	withstand,	 for	equipment	without	enablement
means	defeat.
All	 of	 this	 is	 a	 spiritual	 exercise	 that	 I	 do	 each	 day	 by	 faith.	 No	 special

feelings	are	involved.	I	simply	take	God	at	His	Word	and,	through	prayer,	dress
myself	 in	 the	 spiritual	 armor	 He	 has	 provided.	 Theologically,	 I	 suppose	 this
image	simply	means	identifying	myself	with	all	that	Christ	is	and	all	that	He	has
accomplished	 for	me.	 I	 appropriate	 for	myself	what	God	has	 told	me	 is	 freely
available	to	me.	I	can	testify	that	doing	this	as	a	part	of	my	devotional	disciplines
has	made	a	difference	in	my	life	and	ministry.
All	 believers	 are	 soldiers	 in	 God’s	 army,	 whether	 they	 know	 it	 or	 not	 and

whether	they	act	like	it	or	not.	We	share	in	the	triumph	of	our	Lord	(2	Cor.	2:14–
16;	Col.	2:15).	As	His	soldiers,	we	must	be	devoted	to	Him	and	obedient	in	duty
(2	Tim.	2:3–4).	Even	the	future	resurrection	is	pictured	in	military	terms,	for	the
word	order	in	1	Corinthians	15:23	means	“a	military	company.”
One	of	Paul’s	 favorite	words	 is	parangello,	which	 refers	 to	 a	military	 order



handed	 down	 from	 a	 commander.	 Paul	 ordered	 Timothy	 to	 stay	 on	 duty	 in
Ephesus	 and	 fight	 a	 good	 battle	 (1	Tim.	 1:18),	 keeping	God’s	 commandments
(6:14).	Timothy	in	turn	was	to	command	the	church	as	he	taught	the	Word	(1:3;
4:11;	5:7;	6:17);	moreover,	he	was	 to	guard	what	he	had	 learned	 from	Paul	 so
that	the	truth	could	be	passed	on	to	others	(6:20;	2	Tim.	1:14;	2:2).
The	church	must	keep	in	mind,	however,	that	we’re	fighting	a	spiritual	battle,

using	 spiritual	 weapons.	 “For	 the	 weapons	 of	 our	 warfare	 are	 not	 carnal	 but
mighty	in	God	for	pulling	down	strongholds,	casting	down	arguments	and	every
high	 thing	 that	 exalts	 itself	 against	 the	 knowledge	 of	 God,	 bringing	 every
thought	into	captivity	to	the	obedience	of	Christ”	(2	Cor.	10:4,	5).	The	battle	is
within	 the	minds,	 hearts,	 and	wills	 of	 people,	 and	 only	 the	Word	 of	God	 and
prayer	can	prevail.	The	early	church	was	a	worshiping	church;	therefore,	it	was	a
winning	 church.	 “But	we	will	 give	 ourselves	 continually	 to	 prayer	 and	 to	 the
ministry	of	the	word”	(Acts	6:4).
Unless	you	and	I	are	worshiping	Christians,	and	unless	our	congregations	are

worshiping	assemblies,	there’s	little	hope	for	victory	over	Satan,	no	matter	what
the	statistics	may	show.	“I	hope	I	am	wrong,”	writes	Michael	Green,	“but	I	do
not	see	the	modern	church,	in	the	West	at	any	rate,	as	a	body	which	is	alive	to
spiritual	 warfare.	 It	 seems	 pretty	 preoccupied	 with	 its	 own	 survival,	 its	 petty
concerns,	its	tradition,	its	canons	and	its	revised	worship	books—or	else	coming
out	with	dicta	about	many	of	the	contemporary	problems	of	our	society	without
getting	to	the	heart	of	the	matter.”2
The	heart	of	the	matter,	of	course,	is	the	spiritual	conflict	that	we	must	engage

in	 because	 we	 worship	 the	 true	 and	 living	 God.	 Satan	 doesn’t	 care	 what	 the
church	 does	 so	 long	 as	 it	 doesn’t	 worship.	 Once	 the	 church	 really	 begins	 to
worship,	then	Satan’s	territory	is	under	attack	and	he’s	in	danger	of	losing	some
of	his	spoils.	This	is	an	obvious	truth,	and	yet	few	Christians	seem	to	know	it.	It
seems	incredible,	but	in	the	books	I’ve	read	about	worship,	I	have	found	little	or
nothing	about	Satan;	and	in	the	books	I	have	read	about	Satan,	I	have	found	little
or	nothing	about	worship!	No	wonder	he’s	winning	so	many	victories!

WORSHIP	AND	WARFARE
	
If	we’ve	failed	to	notice	the	worship/warfare	theme	in	the	rest	of	the	Bible,	we

surely	 can’t	 miss	 it	 when	 we	 read	 the	 last	 book	 in	 the	 Bible,	 the	 Book	 of
Revelation.	 In	 fact,	 the	 Book	 of	 Revelation	 deals	 with	 the	 three	 aspects	 of
worship	 that	 we’ve	 been	 examining	 in	 this	 pilgrimage:	 wonder,	 witness,	 and
warfare.	The	whole	book	is	filled	with	the	wonders	John	beheld	as	he	was	in	the



Spirit	on	the	Lord’s	Day.	The	word	witness	is	a	key	word	in	Revelation,	used	at
least	eighteen	times	in	the	Greek	text	as	either	a	noun	or	verb.	War	is	referred	to
at	 least	 eight	 times,	 and	worship	 is	 used	 twenty-four	 times.	 It’s	 a	 book	 about
spiritual	worship	that	reveals	itself	in	wonder,	witness,	and	warfare.	It	is	also	the
book	 of	 the	 throne;	 the	 word	 is	 used	 forty-six	 times!	 God	 exercises	 His
sovereignty	when	His	people	worship.	At	 least	nine	 times	 in	 this	book,	God	 is
called	Pantokrator—“the	Almighty”!
Perhaps	one	reason	why	we	don’t	see	God	exercising	His	almighty	power	on

our	behalf	today	is	because	we’ve	neglected	worship.	It	would	do	our	churches
good	to	meditate	on	the	worship	scenes	in	the	Book	of	Revelation,	and	to	notice
that	 as	 the	 church	 worshiped,	 God	 gave	 His	 people	 power	 for	 witness	 and
warfare.
No	 matter	 what	 view	 you	 may	 take	 of	 prophecy,	 you	 must	 admit	 that

Revelation	contrasts	true	and	false	worship.	Satan	commands	people	to	worship
him,	while	God	commands	people	 to	worship	Him.	Most	of	 the	world	 follows
Satan	 because	 he	 guarantees	 to	 “reward”	 all	 those	 who	 worship	 him.
(Remember,	Satan	pays	for	worship.)	They	will	have	food	to	eat,	for	one	thing,
and	 they	will	 belong	 to	 the	 “popular	majority.”	 “Skin	 for	 skin!	Yes,	 all	 that	 a
man	has	he	will	give	for	his	life”	has	always	been	Satan’s	philosophy	(Job	2:4).
It	will	prove	true	for	most	of	the	world’s	population	when	God	permits	Satan	to
take	over.
Satan’s	 attack	 against	 Job	 really	 was	 in	 the	 sphere	 of	 worship.	 Satan’s

argument	was	that	Job	worshiped	God	only	because	God	blessed	and	protected
His	servant.	If	God	took	away	all	Job’s	blessings,	Satan	believed	that	Job	would
stop	blessing	God	and	would	begin	to	curse	Him.	The	great	question	in	the	Book
of	Job	is	not	“Why	do	the	righteous	suffer?”	but	“Is	our	God	worth	worshiping
even	 if	He	does	not	bless	us	 the	way	we	 think	He	should?”	The	 three	Hebrew
men	 of	Daniel	 3	 faced	 the	 same	 decision,	 and	 they	 stood	 firmly	 for	 the	 truth.
They	did	not	know	for	sure	that	God	would	deliver	them!	“Our	God	.	.	.	is	able	to
deliver	us,”	they	affirmed.	“But	if	not,	let	it	be	known	to	you,	O	king,	that	we	do
not	serve	your	gods,	nor	will	we	worship	the	gold	image	which	you	have	set	up”
(Dan.	3:17,	18).	They	were	not	for	sale.
Why	do	we	worship	God	 today?	Because	He	 is	worthy!	Because	worship	 is

the	only	way	we	can	witness	for	Him	and	fight	His	battles.	As	we	worship	Him,
He	transforms	us—and	our	churches—	and	we	become	worshiping,	witnessing
warriors	who	fight	the	battles	of	the	Lord	for	His	glory!	Christ	has	made	us	His
“kings	and	priests”	(Rev.	1:6)	and	we	dare	not	separate	the	throne	from	the	altar.
We	reign	as	we	worship.	We	exercise	His	authority	as	we	honor	His	majesty.



THE	THREAT	OF	UNWITTING	DEFEAT
	
This	is	not	the	place	to	deal	with	the	messages	to	the	seven	churches	(Rev.	2–

3).	I	only	want	to	point	out	that	the	last	of	the	churches,	Laodicea,	seems	to	fit
our	church	situation	at	present.	The	average	congregation	 today	may	appear	 to
be	lukewarm	about	spiritual	things,	and	yet	that	same	congregation	will	boast	of
its	 financial	 and	material	 sufficiency.	 (Again,	why	 is	 it	 that	 church	 letterheads
and	 bulletin	 covers	 usually	 picture	 buildings?)	 The	 early	 church	 had	 neither
money	nor	buildings	(nor	letterheads,	for	that	matter),	and	yet	 it	conquered	the
greatest	military	and	political	machine	of	history,	the	Roman	Empire.
Jesus	 said	 to	 the	Laodicean	church	members,	 “You	are	wretched,	miserable,

poor,	 blind,	 and	 naked”	 (Rev.	 3:17).	 This	 is	 a	 picture	 of	 a	 defeated	 army!	A
conquering	army	would	often	humiliate	a	defeated	foe	by	stripping	the	soldiers
and	forcing	them	to	walk	partly	or	completely	naked	while	 the	victors	claimed
the	spoils.	Sometimes	the	captives	would	have	their	eyes	gouged	out.	Our	Lord
saw	the	Laodicean	church	as	a	defeated	army	that	did	not	know	it	was	defeated.
That	may	be	the	situation	our	churches	are	in	today.
What	 is	 the	 solution	 to	 the	problem?	 John	gives	 us	 the	 answer;	 for	 after	 he

told	the	seven	churches	what	they	were	like,	he	revealed	to	them	the	throne	room
of	heaven,	where	the	heavenly	hosts	were	worshiping	the	Lord.	We	have	already
examined	Revelation	4	and	5,	so	there	is	no	need	to	repeat	its	lessons.	What	I	do
need	to	repeat	and	emphasize	is	the	plain	fact	that,	in	the	Book	of	Revelation,	the
bridge	between	the	messages	to	the	churches	(chapters	2	and	3)	and	the	conflict
between	Christ	and	Satan	(chapters	6	through	19)	is	the	worship	of	God	by	His
people.	We	are	unprepared	for	the	battlefield	if	we	have	not	lingered	to	worship
in	the	throne	room.
I	have	nearly	four	shelves	of	books	in	my	library	devoted	to	prophecy	and	the

Book	of	Revelation,	and	I	have	even	written	a	brief	commentary	on	Revelation
myself.	But	I	wonder	if	we	have	not	been	so	caught	up	in	the	predictive	aspect	of
this	marvelous	book	that	we	have	forgotten	or	neglected	the	prescriptive	aspect.
Things	are	not	going	to	get	easier	for	God’s	people,	and	yet	we’re	not	ready	for
the	 battle.	We’re	 so	 concerned	with	 comfort,	 security,	 and	 peace	 of	mind	 that
we’re	totally	unprepared	for	“the	fiery	trial”	that	is	sure	to	come.
We’re	not	warriors	because	we	are	not	worshipers.
I	trust	it’s	not	too	late	for	us	to	change.

	
Loving	Father,
I	 hardly	 know	 how	 to	 pray.	 Here	 I	 thought	 I	 was	 doing	 so	 well	 in	 my
Christian	life,	and	now	I	see	myself	as	a	defeated	soldier.	I	thought	I	was



“in	need	of	nothing”	when,	in	reality,	I	am	in	need	of	everything!
You	have	made	me,	in	Christ,	a	king	and	a	priest.	The	throne	and	the	altar
must	stay	together,	for	I	can	“reign	in	life”	only	as	I	worship.

Keep	me	from	a	commercial	faith	that	barters	for	blessings.	Keep	me	from	a
comfortable	 faith	 that	 refuses	 to	 confront	 the	 enemy.	 May	 I,	 by	 Your
grace,	maintain	that	delicate	balance	“within	the	veil”	and	“without	the
camp.”

Through	Jesus	Christ,
Amen.



Fifteen
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WARFARE
	
In	which	we	must	make	a	difficult	decision

	

WORSHIP	ISN’T	AN	OPTION,	it’s	an	obligation;	it’s	not	a	luxury,	it’s	a	necessity.
The	one	thing	that	the	church	can	do	that	no	other	assembly	can	do	is	to	worship
God	and	glorify	Him.	I’m	not	sure	that	we’re	really	doing	that.
William	 Temple	 said,	 “This	 world	 can	 be	 saved	 from	 political	 chaos	 and

collapse	by	one	thing	only,	and	that	is	worship.”1	The	only	hope	for	the	world	is
the	church,	and	 the	only	hope	 for	 the	church	 is	a	 return	 to	worship.	God	must
transform	His	people	and	His	church	before	He	can	work	through	us	to	meet	the
crushing	 needs	 of	 a	 world	 lost	 in	 sin.	 As	 I	 said	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 our
pilgrimage,	 every	 ministry	 of	 the	 church	 should	 be	 a	 by-product	 of	 worship.
Ministry	that’s	divorced	from	worship	has	no	roots	and	therefore	can	produce	no
lasting	fruits.
It’s	 not	 a	matter	 of	 either/or.	No	 church	 abandons	 evangelism,	 for	 example,

when	 it	 returns	 to	 worship.	 Rather,	 it	 enriches	 that	 evangelism	 and	 gives	 it
spiritual	depth.	A	return	to	worship	doesn’t	destroy	good	Christian	fellowship.	If
anything,	it	puts	that	fellowship	on	a	more	solid	foundation	than	merely	sharing
coffee	and	donuts	or	tea	and	cookies.
However,	 I	wouldn’t	 lead	you	 to	believe	 that	 a	 return	 to	worship	 is	 an	easy

thing.	 It	 isn’t.	 It	 can	 be	 very	 difficult	 for	 you	 and	me	 personally	 and	 for	 the
churches	to	which	we	belong.
For	 one	 thing,	 human	nature	 being	what	 it	 is,	we	 don’t	naturally	seek	 after

God	 and	 desire	 to	 get	 nearer	 to	Him.	Only	 the	Holy	 Spirit	 of	God	 can	 create
within	us	the	deep	desire	to	worship,	to	give	to	God	our	total	loving	adoration.
Before	 the	 Spirit	 can	 bring	 us	 to	 that	 place,	we	must	 deal	with	 our	 sins—and
dealing	with	sin	is	not	an	easy	task.
Another	 obstacle	 is	 the	 seeming	 success	 of	 churches	 today.	 “The	 church	 is

going	 along	 fine,”	 say	 the	 church	 leaders,	 “and	 the	 bills	 are	 being	 paid.	Why
upset	things?”	Whenever	I	discuss	worship	with	people,	I	often	hear,	“But	some



of	 the	 largest	 churches	 in	 America	 know	 little	 about	 worship,	 and	 God	 is
blessing	 them.”	Only	God	 knows	what	 is	 really	 going	 on	 in	 any	 church.	 The
concerns	I’ve	shared	in	this	book	are	based	on	my	own	limited	observations,	and
I	can’t	guarantee	that	they	are	the	viewpoint	of	heaven.	But	I	have	a	feeling	that
all	 is	 not	well,	 even	with	 some	 of	 the	 churches	 that	 the	Christian	 public	 calls
“successful.”
More	 and	more,	 some	 of	 these	 churches	 are	 having	 a	 difficult	 time	 finding

“great	pastors”	to	fill	their	pulpits.	In	many	cities,	believers	drift	from	church	to
church,	looking	for	“deep	teaching”	rather	than	practical	Christian	living.	Which
church	 they	wind	 up	 in	 depends	 on	who	 is	 in	 the	 pulpit,	 and	 today	 there	 is	 a
galaxy	 of	 evangelical	 celebrities	 that	 are	 sure	 to	 draw	 a	 crowd.	 The	 fact	 that
some	of	them	may	not	have	the	best	track	record	in	their	homes	or	personal	lives
doesn’t	 seem	 important	 to	 the	 church	 member	 seeking	 a	 morning’s
entertainment.
A	 return	 to	 worship	 could	 be	 a	 threat	 to	 the	 preacher	 who	 enjoys	 being

important	 and	playing	God	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 people.	Or	 to	 the	preacher	who	has
perfected	a	sermon	system	that	provides	an	acceptable	outline	week	after	week.
Or	to	the	preacher	who	can	keep	things	moving	so	that	the	congregation	is	both
interested	and	entertained.
A	return	to	worship	can	be	a	threat	to	the	church	musician	who	would	rather

perform	than	minister,	and	who	has	no	 intention	of	bringing	everyday	 life	 into
line	with	a	Sunday	profession.
A	return	to	worship	could	be	a	threat	to	the	church	members	who	don’t	want

to	be	disturbed.	They	attend	services	faithfully	week	after	week,	pay	their	tithes,
and	do	a	job	in	the	church	now	and	then,	but	what	happens	at	the	church	has	no
relationship	with	 the	 rest	 of	 their	 activities.	 They’re	 getting	 by—and	 that’s	 all
that	counts.

WHAT	WILL	IT	TAKE?
	
What	will	 it	 take	 to	motivate	us	 to	worship	God?	What	will	have	 to	happen

before	 we	 dismantle	 our	 shabby	 religious	 sideshows	 and	 build	 once	 again	 an
altar	to	the	true	and	living	God?
The	greatest	judgment	God	could	pass	on	the	churches	today	would	be	to	take

His	hands	off	and	let	us	keep	right	on	doing	what	we’re	doing.	I	once	heard	A.
W.	Tozer	say,	“If	God	took	His	Holy	Spirit	out	of	this	world,	what	the	church	is
doing	would	go	right	on	and	nobody	would	know	the	difference.”
I	 pray	 that	God	 in	His	mercy	will	 not	 abandon	 us	 but	will	 give	 us	 another



opportunity.	We’ve	 been	 living	 on	 substitutes	 for	 so	 long	 that	 if	 a	 revival	 of
worship	ever	did	come,	many	of	God’s	people	would	probably	see	it	as	a	threat
to	the	gospel!	Do	we	really	want	to	worship	God?	Are	we	really	willing	to	give
up	 our	 religious	 toys	 and	 get	 down	 to	 business	 with	 Him?	 Can	 we	 sincerely
abandon	 our	 pragmatic	 and	 commercial	 views	 of	 church	 ministry	 (“Well,	 it
works!	You	 can’t	 argue	with	 success!”)	 and	 get	 back	 to	 the	 biblical	 vision	 of
God?
Perhaps	 God	 will	 not	 leave	 us	 where	 we	 are.	 Perhaps	 He	 will	 permit	 an

economic	crisis	that	will	force	churches	to	examine	their	priorities	and	get	back
to	the	things	that	matter	most.	Perhaps	He	will	permit	persecution,	a	“fiery	trial”
that	will	separate	the	gold	from	the	dross.	The	day	may	come	when	it	will	not	be
too	popular	 to	belong	to	an	evangelical	church	and	when	evangelicalism	won’t
enjoy	the	patronage	of	people	in	high	places.
Thank	God,	there	is	evidence	in	a	number	of	places	that	Christians	are	coming

together	 to	 pray,	 confess	 sin,	 and	 seek	 the	 face	 of	 the	 Lord.	 Here	 and	 there,
churches	 have	 thrown	 away	 the	 scripts	 and	 are	 letting	 the	 Spirit	 lead	 as	 they
meet	to	pray	and	worship.	One	pastor	of	a	large	denominational	church	said	to
me,	“We	used	to	be	inhibited—now	we’re	inhabited.”
Perhaps	God	will	deal	with	individual	believers	here	and	there,	honest	people

who	aren’t	ashamed	to	confess	their	desperate	need	for	spiritual	reality.	Perhaps
He	will	whisper	a	powerful	promise	 to	some	of	 these	hungry	souls	who	aren’t
satisfied	with	religious	routine	week	after	week,	who	sincerely	want	to	worship
God	 and	 experience	His	 transforming	 power.	He	may	 draw	 near	 to	 these	 few
hardy	saints	who	fear	God	more	than	they	fear	social	pressure	and	who	are	not
threatened	by	change.
In	fact,	you	could	be	one	of	those	saints.
God	 changes	 churches	 by	 changing	 individuals.	 John	 Wesley’s	 heart	 was

strangely	warmed,	and	the	result	was	a	revival	that	delivered	England	from	the
bloodbath	that	almost	destroyed	France.	Church	history	is	filled	with	the	names
of	 men	 and	 women	 who	 transformed	 churches	 and	 ministered	 to	 the	 world
because	 they	 permitted	 God	 to	 transform	 them.	 They	 were	 worshipers	 and
warriors,	and	God	used	them.
They	were	transformers,	not	conformers.	Their	lives	were	controlled	by	power

from	within,	not	by	pressure	from	without.
They	were	misunderstood	and	criticized;	 they	were	even	arrested	and	killed.

Their	biggest	enemy	was	the	religious	establishment	of	their	day,	the	successful
religious	leaders	who	had	long	ago	lost	touch	with	spiritual	reality	and	were	only
living	on	their	reputations.
Where	do	you	begin?



You	begin	in	your	own	home,	in	your	own	personal	devotional	life.	You	start
each	day	with	God—not	reading	a	quick	verse-prayer-and-poem	devotional,	but
spending	time	in	His	Word,	in	meditation	and	worship,	and	in	prayer.
Time.	That’s	where	the	rub	comes	in.	We	don’t	“take	time	to	be	holy.”	We’re

satisfied	 with	 “religious	 fast	 food”	 that’s	 packaged	 for	 quick	 and	 easy
consumption.	Perhaps	 “fast	 food”	 is	 better	 than	nothing	 at	 all,	 but	 it	 is	 a	 poor
substitute	for	the	real	thing.
True	worship	takes	time,	and	one	of	the	evidences	that	we’re	starting	to	make

spiritual	 progress	 in	our	worship	 is	 the	 calmness	 that	 comes	 to	 the	 soul	 as	we
wait	 before	 God.	 You	 are	 conscious	 of	 time	 but	 not	 controlled	 by	 time.	 You
enjoy	waiting	before	the	Lord	and	reveling	in	His	wonder	and	His	greatness.
Is	 this	kind	of	growing	experience	only	 for	 the	great	 saints	and	mystics?	Of

course	not!	 It	was	a	 former	 fisherman	who	wrote,	 “And	we	beheld	His	glory”
(John	1:14).	And	another	 fisherman	wrote,	“Though	now	you	do	not	 see	Him,
yet	believing,	you	rejoice	with	joy	inexpressible	and	full	of	glory”	(1	Peter	1:8).
Remember	 the	words	of	our	Savior:	 “I	 thank	You,	Father,	Lord	of	heaven	and
earth,	 that	You	 have	 hidden	 these	 things	 from	 the	wise	 and	 prudent	 and	 have
revealed	them	to	babes”	(Matt.	11:25).
We	must	begin	with	our	own	lives,	our	own	personal	worship	of	God.	And	as

we	 grow,	 we	 must	 never	 become	 critical	 of	 others	 and	 go	 around	 trying	 to
change	everything	in	the	church.	Real	spiritual	transformation	must	come	from
within,	from	the	heart.	We	must	beware	of	cosmetic	changes	that	don’t	affect	the
heart	 of	 the	 church.	 Singing	 contemporary	 songs,	 varying	 the	 order	 of	 the
service,	even	rearranging	the	church	furniture	will	never	produce	a	transformed
and	transforming	church.	The	Spirit	must	work	in	hearts,	and	that	takes	time.
Nor	 should	 we	 become	 what	 Evelyn	 Underhill	 calls	 “spiritual	 highbrows”

who	 condescend	 to	worship	with	 the	 ignorant	 and	 unspiritual,	 but	who	would
rather	 be	 elsewhere	 enjoying	 the	 rich	 atmosphere	 of	 a	 “true”	worship	 service.
Our	Lord,	when	on	earth,	attended	the	synagogue	and	the	 temple,	even	 though
both	were	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 religious	 leaders	who	 resisted	 the	 truth.	A	 spiritual
transformer	 can	 enter	 into	 even	 a	 children’s	 Sunday	 school	 worship	 and
experience	blessing	and	be	a	blessing.	A	transformer	is	always	worshiping	God,
always	hungering	and	 thirsting	 for	more	of	God’s	grace	and	glory,	and	always
open	to	whatever	spiritual	influences	the	Father	may	bring	to	his	or	her	life.
Yes,	we	begin	with	ourselves,	and	we	let	God	work	in	and	through	us	in	His

own	 special	way.	We	 avoid	 copying	 other	 saints	 and,	 by	 faith,	 permit	God	 to
develop	us	in	His	way.	We	also	avoid	copying	other	churches,	knowing	that	each
local	assembly	must	fulfill	its	own	special	calling.	It	took	me	years	to	discover
that	 the	 pronouns	 in	 Philippians	 2:12,	 13	 are	 plural:	 “Work	 out	 your	 own



salvation	with	 fear	and	 trembling,	 for	 it	 is	God	who	works	 in	you	both	 to	will
and	to	do	for	His	good	pleasure.”	Paul	was	writing	to	the	entire	congregation	at
Philippi,	not	just	to	a	few	supersaints.

TAKE	THE	LEAD
	
Perhaps	 you’re	 a	 pastor,	 and	 you’re	 yearning	 for	 your	 church	 to	 develop	 a

hunger	and	thirst	for	spiritual	reality.	You	want	the	people	to	worship	God	and
become	transformers,	so	that	the	church	can	truly	minister	to	the	needs	that	you
see	all	around	you	and	across	the	world.	What	do	you	do?
I	think	the	above	counsel	applies	to	you	and	the	leaders	who	work	with	you:

be	sure	your	own	worship	experience	is	living	and	growing.	If	it	is,	there	will	be
a	new	emphasis	and	enrichment	in	your	leading	of	public	worship	as	well	as	in
your	 pastoral	ministry	 in	 the	 home	 or	 hospital.	 Jealously	 guard	 your	 personal
time	with	the	Lord	each	day.	Practice	spiritual	discipline.	This	means,	of	course,
setting	some	priorities	and	 learning	how	to	say	no,	but	 that’s	 the	price	we	pay.
You	can’t	be	a	transformer	and	always	please	everybody,	nor	should	you	try.
I	 have	 pastored	 three	 churches	 and	 have	 had	 the	 privilege	 of	ministering	 to

many	pastors	and	Christian	workers	in	conferences	in	many	parts	of	the	world.
One	of	the	problems	that	I	see	is	that	ministers	are	carrying	too	much	baggage.
Over	 the	 years,	 they’ve	 picked	 up	 various	 tasks,	 memberships	 in	 this	 or	 that
group,	 and	miscellaneous	 obligations,	 and	 they’re	 trying	 to	 carry	 them	all	 and
perform	 their	 ministry	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 This	 extra	 baggage	 takes	 time	 to
organize	and	energy	to	carry,	and	it’s	very	costly.
If	worship	 does	 nothing	 else	 for	 us,	 it	 helps	 us	 discover	 the	 things	 that	 are

important,	 and	 no	 one	 needs	 that	more	 than	 the	 pastor	 or	Christian	worker.	 It
takes	courage,	but	we	simply	must	get	rid	of	the	extra	baggage	and	start	carrying
only	the	burdens	that	He	assigns	to	us.	This	doesn’t	mean	eliminating	bad	things
from	our	 lives,	 because	 there	ought	not	 to	be	 any	bad	 things!	 It	means	 saying
good-bye	to	good	things,	enjoyable	things,	even	successful	things,	because	they
get	in	our	way	and	rob	us	of	the	time	and	energy	we	need	to	seek	after	the	best
things.	Our	priority	is	to	please	God	and	serve	Him.
Once	you	have	your	own	life	balanced	before	God,	you	can	start	to	lead	others

in	your	church	to	worship	God	and	seek	His	face.	It	will	take	time,	so	be	patient.
People	tend	to	resist	change.	Teach	them	tenderly	and	set	an	example	for	them.
Some	people	will	 leave	your	 fellowship	 and	go	where	 it	 is	 safer,	 but	 don’t	 be
discouraged.	Know	that	you	are	in	the	will	of	God	when	you	are	seeking	to	bring
your	people	closer	 to	Him	in	 their	worship	experience.	Satan	will	oppose	you,



but	God	will	vindicate	you.
Just	 be	 sure	 that	 your	 preaching	 is	 an	 act	 of	worship,	 and	 that	 you	 prepare

each	message	and	each	service	so	as	to	“proclaim	the	praises	of	Him	who	called
you	out	of	darkness	 into	His	marvelous	 light”	(1	Peter	2:9).	Keep	in	mind	that
the	 harvest	 is	 not	 the	 end	 of	 the	meeting:	 it’s	 the	 end	 of	 the	 age.	Minister	 by
faith.	God	promises	to	do	the	rest.
Let	me	close	with	a	penetrating	quotation	from	one	of	my	favorite	preachers,

Frederick	W.	Robertson:
Again,	 it	 is	 not	 a	 thing	 which	 a	 man	 can	 decide,	 whether	 he	 will	 be	 a

worshiper	 or	 not,	 a	 worshiper	 he	must	 be,	 the	 only	 question	 is	what	will	 he
worship?	Every	man	worships—is	a	born	worshiper.2
	

Gracious	Father,
I	have	made	my	decision:	 I	will,	 by	Your	grace,	worship	You	and	 seek	 to
glorify	Your	Name.

Please	 make	 me	 a	 transformer.	May	 I	 be	 used	 by	 Your	 Spirit	 to	 make	 a
difference	wherever	I	am.

Deliver	 me	 from	 seeking	 only	 “an	 experience.”	 Help	 me	 to	 hunger	 and
thirst	after	 righteousness,	 to	 seek	Your	 face,	and	not	 to	 try	 to	duplicate
whatever	You	have	done	for	others.

Give	 me	 discernment,	 lest	 Satan	 detour	 me	 and	 I	 become	 attracted	 by
whatever	substitutes	he	will	offer.

May	I	be	transformed,	and	may	Your	church	be	transformed!	And	may	great
glory	come	to	Your	Name	as	saints	unite	in	worship	and	sinners	trust	the
Savior!

Through	Christ	our	Lord,
Amen.



Part	5
	

WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WISDOM

	
And	 Bezaleel	 and	 Aholiab	 and	 every	 gifted	 artisan	 in	 whom	 the	 LORD	 has	 put	 wisdom	 and
understanding,	 to	 know	 how	 to	 do	 all	 manner	 of	 work	 for	 the	 service	 of	 the	 sanctuary,	 shall	 do
according	to	all	that	the	LORD	has	commanded.

	
—EXODUS	36:1

Get	wisdom!	Get	understanding!	
Do	not	forget,	nor	turn	away	from	the	words	of	my	mouth.

	
—PROVERBS	4:5

Who	is	wise	and	understanding	among	you?	Let	him	show	by	good	conduct	that	his	works	are	done
in	the	meekness	of	wisdom.

	
—JAMES	3:13



Sixteen
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WISDOM
	
In	which	we	consider	the	wisdom	

of	taking	worship	seriously
	

“BE	SURE	TO	BE	BACK	for	the	evening	service,”	said	the	worship	leader,	with
the	 voice	 and	 smile	 of	 a	 television	 game	 show	 emcee.	 The	 he	 added,	 “We’re
going	to	have	a	fun	time.”
During	 the	 Sunday	 afternoon	 hours	 I	 wondered	 what	 the	 statement	 meant.

“We’re	going	to	have	a	fun	time”	makes	sense	on	a	birthday	party	invitation,	but
how	does	it	relate	to	a	group	of	Christian	believers	gathered	to	worship	the	Lord
of	 glory?	Moses	 and	 the	 people	 of	 Israel	 didn’t	 have	 “a	 fun	 time”	when	 they
assembled	at	Mount	Sinai.	“And	so	terrifying	was	the	sight	 that	Moses	said,	‘I
am	exceedingly	afraid	and	trembling’”	(Heb.	12:21).
“But	 that	 was	 under	 law,”	 someone	 might	 say.	 “It’s	 different	 now	 under

grace.”
Is	 it?	 In	 the	Upper	Room,	John	 the	beloved	disciple	 rested	on	 the	bosom	of

Jesus	(John	13:23),	but	when	John	saw	and	heard	Jesus	over	fifty	years	later,	he
fell	at	His	feet	as	though	dead	(Rev.	1:17).	John	was	certainly	living	under	grace
on	 the	 Island	 of	 Patmos,	 and	 had	 some	 dramatic	 worship	 experiences	 while
there,	but	it’s	doubtful	he	was	having	a	“fun	time.”
Over	the	past	half	century,	a	subtle	change	has	taken	place	in	local	churches:

the	sanctuary	has	become	a	theater,	ministry	has	become	performance,	worship
has	turned	into	entertainment	(“a	fun	time”),	and	applause,	not	the	glory	of	God,
has	become	the	measure	of	success.	In	short,	the	“worship	of	God”	is	no	longer
taken	seriously	by	many	of	God’s	people,	and	so	subtly	has	the	change	occurred
that,	like	a	frog	in	a	kettle,	we	haven’t	even	noticed	what’s	happened.	Churches
still	use	the	word	worship	but	its	meaning	has	changed.	Too	often	“worship”	is
only	 a	 word	 people	 use	 to	 give	 religious	 respectability	 to	 whatever	 they’ve
planned	for	the	congregation	to	do	on	Sunday	morning,	whether	God	is	the	focus
of	the	meeting	or	not.



Let’s	 consider	 briefly	 some	 of	 these	 changes	 that	 have	 the	 tendency	 to
trivialize	the	worship	of	God.

FROM	SANCTUARY	TO	THEATER
	
Even	the	most	immature	believers	know	that	God	doesn’t	live	in	buildings	and

that	 His	 people	 can	 worship	 Him	 anywhere	 if	 their	 hearts	 are	 right.	 I’ve
worshiped	 God	 while	 lying	 in	 a	 speeding	 ambulance,	 recuperating	 in	 an
intensive	care	ward,	sitting	in	a	plane	thousands	of	feet	above	the	ocean,	singing
by	a	campfire,	and	standing	 in	 line	at	a	supermarket	checkout	counter,	praying
for	patience.	The	place	doesn’t	sanctify	the	Lord;	it’s	the	Lord	who	sanctifies	the
place.
But	this	basic	theological	truth	doesn’t	deny	the	fact	that	local	churches	meet

in	places	dedicated	 to	 the	Lord	and	 set	 apart	 for	 that	purpose.	During	 the	 first
three	centuries	of	church	history,	Christians	weren’t	permitted	to	erect	their	own
building,	so	they	met	primarily	in	homes	and	available	public	places.	After	the
Edict	of	Milan	in	313,	Christians	in	the	Roman	Empire	were	granted	freedom	of
worship	and	with	it	the	permission	to	build	their	own	houses	of	worship.	Some
church	historians	consider	this	move	a	real	milestone	in	Christian	history,	while
others	see	it	as	a	millstone.
Whether	church	buildings	are	a	bane	or	a	blessing,	they’re	here	to	stay	and	we

either	have	to	use	them	or	get	rid	of	them.	But	even	if	we	get	rid	of	them,	church
congregations	have	to	meet	someplace,	and	that	“someplace”	will	become	either
a	 sanctuary	 or	 a	 theater.	Whether	 your	 congregation	meets	 in	 a	 cathedral	 or	 a
school	auditorium	is	beside	the	point;	it’s	what	you	do	 that	determines	whether
Christ	is	present	to	bless	or	is	outside	knocking	and	trying	to	get	in	(Rev.	3:20).
No	matter	what	the	surroundings,	a	sanctuary	is	a	place	where	people	gather	to
worship	 and	 glorify	 their	 Lord.	 Depending	 on	 the	 attitudes	 and	 aims	 of	 the
worship	 leaders	 and	 the	 congregation,	 a	 church	 edifice	 can	 be	 turned	 into	 a
theater—or	a	dance	hall	can	become	a	temporary	cathedral.

FROM	CONGREGATION	TO	AUDIENCE
	
A	 Christian	 congregation	 gathers	 to	 worship	 Jesus	 Christ	 and	 glorify	 Him,

while	an	audience	assembles	to	see	and	hear	a	performance.1	The	unifying	factor
in	 the	 congregation	 is	 God—Jesus	 in	 the	 heart	 and	 Jesus	 in	 the	midst	 of	 His
people.	 All	 that	 ties	 an	 audience	 together	 (unless	 it’s	 a	 political	 rally)	 is	 the



presence	of	individuals	watching	the	same	performance	while	sitting	or	standing
in	 the	 same	 location.	 Individuals	 in	 an	 audience	 assemble	 as	 spectators,	 but
individuals	in	a	congregation	unite	as	participants.
For	 many	 years,	 I	 ministered	 as	 an	 itinerant	 preacher,	 and	 Sunday	 after

Sunday	 arrived	 at	 churches	 early	 enough	 to	meet	with	 the	 leaders	 prior	 to	 the
worship	service.	Their	vocabulary	was	 too	often	 that	of	Broadway	 impresarios
rather	than	servants	of	God.	“How’s	the	crowd	look?”	was	a	frequent	question.
“Keep	 the	audience	 singing	while	 the	choir	 comes	out.”	 “Does	 the	guy	on	 the
soundboard	 know	 we’ve	 switched	 numbers	 three	 and	 seven?”	 This	 led	 to	 a
discussion	of	 the	“script,”	usually	a	full	page	 that	 listed	what	was	planned	and
who	would	do	it,	plus	the	sound	and	lighting	cues	and	often	the	timing	allotted
for	each	segment.	Usually	one	of	the	leaders	would	pray	and	then	we’d	all	adjust
our	halos	and	walk	out	to	face	the	audience/congregation.
“Let	all	things	be	done	decently	and	in	order”	is	in	the	Bible	(1	Cor.	14:40),	so

there’s	 nothing	 wrong	 about	 a	 pre-service	 consultation	 or	 a	 printed	 schedule.
What	concerns	me	 is	 the	attitude	of	 the	participants	and	 the	growing	emphasis
on	“putting	on	a	production”	 rather	 than	 leading	a	 congregation	 in	worshiping
the	Lord.	 If	 a	 number	of	 people	 expect	 to	 do	 something	 together	 successfully,
they	 need	 a	 plan	 and	 a	 leader,	 and	 the	 Lord	 can	 lead	 us	 in	 our	 planning	 two
weeks	 in	 advance	 as	 well	 as	 during	 the	 meeting	 itself.	 But	 is	 it	worship	 that
we’re	facilitating,	or	are	we	just	putting	together	a	business-as-usual	“program,”
part	concert,	part	speaking,	and	part	“fun”?
When	 I	 was	 senior	 minister	 at	 the	 Moody	 Church	 in	 Chicago,	 the	 church

inaugurated	 “The	 Moody	 Church	 Hour,”	 a	 delayed	 broadcast	 of	 the	 morning
worship	 service.	 I	 made	 it	 clear	 to	 the	 staff	 and	 the	 church	 that	 we	 were
broadcasting	a	service,	not	producing	a	radio	program.	If	somebody	sneezed	or
the	whole	Chicago	fire	department	went	screaming	past	our	door,	we	would	go
right	on.	This	met	with	some	resistance,	but	that	was	the	track	we	took.	Sunday
after	 Sunday,	 I	 didn’t	 see	 an	 audience	 in	 a	 theater	 but	 a	 congregation	 in	 a
sanctuary,	and	I	wanted	to	lead	them	to	focus	their	heart’s	attention	and	affection
on	the	Lord.

FROM	MINISTRY	TO	PERFORMANCE
	
I	know	of	a	world-renowned	church	that	was	given	the	opportunity	to	televise

their	 Sunday	 worship	 service	 and	 felt	 it	 would	 be	 a	 great	 opportunity	 for
outreach.	After	monitoring	the	proceedings	carefully	for	two	months,	the	senior
pastor	 wisely	 ended	 the	 experiment.	 He	 explained	 that,	 consciously	 or



unconsciously,	the	musicians	and	singers	had	become	prima	donnas,	the	pastoral
staff	 was	 self-conscious	 and	 mechanical,	 and	 he	 was	 uneasy	 about	 making
spontaneous	changes	as	he	felt	the	Lord	directing	him.	In	short,	he	realized	that
ministry	had	turned	into	performance.	It	doesn’t	have	to	happen	that	way,	but	it
often	does.
We	 minister	 publicly	 primarily	 to	 express,	 to	 share	 God’s	 truth	 in	 sermon,

song,	 and	 testimony;	 but	 we	 perform	 to	 impress,	 using	 our	 abilities	 to	 give
people	 “their	 money’s	 worth”	 of	 enjoyment	 and	 entertainment.	 The	 minister
knows	 that	 God	 is	 listening	 and	 watching	 and	 that	 His	 approval	 is	 all	 that
matters;	the	performer	cares	only	for	the	applause	of	the	audience.	We	have	our
“evangelical	superstars”	these	days,	both	preachers	and	musicians,	and	they	have
their	agents	and	fan	clubs,	and	some	of	 this	commercial	spirit	can	easily	creep
into	 the	 ministry	 of	 local	 churches.	 This	 “performance	 approach”	 is	 eagerly
encouraged	 by	 “worshipers”	who	 feed	 on	 television	 trash	 all	week	 and	 attend
church	primarily	“to	meet	their	needs.”

FROM	WORSHIP	TO	ENTERTAINMENT
	
Worship	 is	 God-centered	 and	 we	 do	 it	 because	 we	 love	 Him	 and	 want	 to

please	Him,	whether	we	 “get	 anything	out	 of	 it”	 or	 not.	Entertainment	 is	 self-
centered	and	people-pleasing,	and	if	the	people	don’t	“get	something	out	of	it,”
they	complain.	You	can	usually	tell	when	a	church	service	is	geared	more	toward
entertainment	than	toward	worship.	You	will	note	the	absence	of	silence	during
the	service,	 the	 theatrical	use	of	 lights,	and	the	desire	 to	make	everybody	“feel
good.”	You	will	 also	 recognize	 the	 casual	 cleverness	 of	 the	 participants	 (often
sounding	 like	 standup	 comedians),	 and	 the	 emphasis	 on	 “coming	 attractions”
rather	than	the	importance	of	the	immediate	opportunity	for	worship.	All	of	this
contributes	to	the	minimizing	of	the	transcendent	greatness	of	a	holy	God.	As	A.
W.	Tozer	reminded	us	years	ago,	it’s	difficult	 to	get	people	to	attend	a	meeting
where	God	is	the	only	attraction.
I	confess	that	I	have	a	difficult	time	preaching	the	Word	in	a	theatrical	setting.

When	I’m	standing	on	a	stage,	bathed	in	a	circle	of	bright	light,	facing	a	group	of
people	I	can’t	even	see,	knowing	that	 they	can’t	see	their	Bibles,	I	really	don’t
know	what	to	do.	I	would	prefer	that	the	church	turn	off	the	spotlight,	turn	up	the
house	 lights,	 and	 give	 the	 people	 who	 brought	 their	 Bibles	 an	 opportunity	 to
follow	the	preacher	reading,	explaining,	and	applying	the	Word	of	God.	“God	is
light,”	and	I	see	no	reason	why	His	people	have	to	worship	Him	in	darkness.



FROM	GLORIFYING	GOD	TO	APPLAUDING	HIS	SERVANTS
	
If	performing	is	what	the	people	want	and	entertainment	is	what	they	came	to

church	to	get,	then	their	obvious	response	should	be	applause	for	the	performers
who	entertained	them.	I	recall	being	in	a	congregation	that	was	so	keyed	up	the
people	 were	 even	 applauding	 the	 announcements.	 Then	 a	 young	 lady	 stepped
forward	from	the	choir	to	sing	a	solo,	and	within	seconds	we	joined	Isaiah	and
saw	God’s	throne	high	and	lifted	up.	She	was	gifted	and	trained,	but	even	more,
she	 had	 a	 heart	 for	 God	 and	 this	 came	 across	 with	 great	 power.	 It	 wasn’t
performance,	 it	 was	 ministry.	 When	 she	 finished,	 a	 reverential	 silence—I’m
tempted	to	use	the	word	awe—came	upon	us,	and	nobody	applauded!	God	had
spoken	to	us	through	her	song	and	it	would	have	been	disrespectful	to	the	Lord
and	to	the	singer	if	anybody	had	clapped.
I	 find	 only	 one	 verse	 in	 Scripture	 that	 says	 anything	 about	 people	 clapping

their	hands	as	a	part	of	 their	worship,	and	they	were	instructed	to	do	it	 to	God
and	not	to	a	human	performer:	“Oh,	clap	your	hands,	all	you	peoples!	Shout	to
God	with	the	voice	of	triumph”	(Ps.	47:1).	That	the	Jewish	people	under	the	old
covenant	were	enthusiastic	in	their	worship	is	obvious	to	anybody	who	reads	the
Psalms.	They	used	a	variety	of	musical	instruments,	lifted	their	voices	and	even
shouted,	and	sometimes	accompanied	the	melody	sung	by	clapping	their	hands
before	the	Lord.	The	Levites	at	the	sanctuary	were	trained	to	express	worship	in
both	song	and	the	public	declaration	of	the	Scriptures.
How	many	of	these	customs	were	absorbed	by	the	New	Testament	church	is	a

mystery	 to	 us	 because	 we	 have	 no	 record	 in	 Scripture	 of	 a	 complete	 church
worship	service.	We	do	know	that	the	early	Christian	worship	services	included
praying,	 the	 reading	 and	 preaching	 of	 the	 Word,	 the	 singing	 of	 psalms	 and
hymns	 and	 spiritual	 songs,	 sharing	 in	 the	 offering,	 and	 observing	 the	 Lord’s
Supper	 (Communion,	 Eucharist).	 Most	 liturgical	 scholars	 feel	 that	 the	 early
Jewish	believers	followed	the	pattern	of	the	synagogue	services	rather	than	that
of	the	First	Temple.
The	 undisciplined	 use	 of	 clapping	 in	 Christian	 worship	 is	 helping	 to	 turn

worship	into	entertainment	and	to	focus	too	much	attention	on	the	servants	rather
than	 on	 the	 Master.	 Entertainment	 is	 enjoyment	 without	 enrichment,	 while
worship	enriches	the	ministers	and	the	congregation.	I’ve	been	in	services	where
the	worship	leader	didn’t	instruct	us	to	clap	as	we	sang	the	song,	but	a	member
of	the	congregation	decided	to	do	it,	and	the	people	assumed	they	were	supposed
to	 follow.	 How	 do	 we	 know	 this	 assumption	 was	 correct?	 All	 kinds	 of
evangelical	exhibitionists	attend	religious	services,	and	I	think	it’s	unwise	for	us
to	 allow	 them	 to	 take	 over.	 Suppose	 somebody	 stood	 up	 in	 the	middle	 of	my



sermon	and	 told	me	he	was	 instructed	by	God	 to	 finish	 the	message?	Should	I
turn	 the	 pulpit	 over	 to	 him?	 Then	 why	 should	 I	 let	 individuals	 in	 the
congregation	tell	me	to	clap	just	because	they	want	to	clap?	The	worship	leader
is	the	one	who	should	lead.

THE	SERIOUSNESS	OF	WORSHIP
	
You	may	not	agree	with	everything	I’ve	said	so	far,	but	I’m	sure	you’ll	agree

with	this	statement:	worshiping	God	is	a	serious	activity.	After	all,	we’re	coming
to	 the	God	of	 the	universe,	our	Creator	and	Savior,	and	our	desire	 is	 to	please
Him	as	we	express	our	love	and	devotion.	It	cost	Jesus	Christ	His	life	to	grant	us
the	privilege	of	coming	into	the	presence	of	God	with	our	worship	and	praise,	so
to	 trivialize	worship	 is	 to	 trivialize	 the	 cross.	 If	 our	worship	 isn’t	 followed	by
obedience,	then	it	isn’t	worship	at	all	and	we’re	the	worse	for	our	hypocrisy.	We
can	go	to	church	and	sit,	stand,	sing,	clap,	lift	our	hands,	and	even	weep,	and	by
this	convince	the	people	around	us	that	we’re	sincerely	worshiping	God,	but	we
can’t	deceive	the	God	we	claim	to	worship.	He	sees	our	hearts,	so	real	worship
can	be	 a	 dangerous	 experience.	We	never	 know	what	 challenges	or	 changes	 it
will	bring	to	our	lives.	But	false	worship	is	even	more	dangerous!
I	 once	 addressed	 a	 gathering	 of	 church	musicians	 and	 asked	 them,	 “If	 you

were	an	Old	Testament	priest,	and	you	served	God	as	you	are	serving	Him	now,
how	long	would	it	be	before	the	Lord	would	kill	you?”	They	were	shocked	at	the
question	until	I	pointed	out	the	laws	in	Scripture	that,	if	violated,	would	cost	the
priest	his	life.	A	priest	was	in	danger	of	death	if	he	didn’t	dress	properly	(Exod.
28:34–35,	 42–43),	wash	 at	 the	 laver	 (Exod.	 30:17–21),	 carefully	 follow	God’s
directions	 in	 his	 ministry	 (Num.	 4:15–20;	 18:1–4),	 and	 abstain	 from	 drinking
wine	while	 serving	 in	 the	sanctuary	 (Lev.	10:8–11).2	The	Lord	doesn’t	usually
judge	unauthorized	worship	today	by	slaying	the	leaders,	but	He	might	remove
His	blessing	from	the	ministry	and	just	let	it	go	on	and	kill	itself.
Though	I’ve	reached	my	threescore	years	and	ten	and	then	some,	I	assure	you

I’m	not	a	Christian	curmudgeon	who	wants	to	live	in	a	1950s	time	warp.	I	find	I
can	enter	into	different	styles	of	local	church	liturgy	and	sincerely	worship	God,
but	 I	 find	my	heart	 is	grieved	when	worship	 is	 trivialized	by	 the	 changes	 I’ve
discussed.	When	we	trivialize	worship,	we	trivialize	God.
“Worship	 rises	or	 falls	 in	any	church	altogether	depending	upon	 the	attitude

we	 take	 toward	God,	whether	we	 see	God	 big	 or	whether	we	 see	Him	 little,”
wrote	A.	W.	Tozer.	“And	if	there	is	one	terrible	disease	in	the	Church	of	Christ,	it
is	that	we	do	not	see	God	as	great	as	He	is.”3



	
Gracious	Father,
You	 are	 enthroned	 upon	 the	 praises	 of	 Your	 people.	 But	 we	 have	 so
trivialized	our	worship	that	Your	throne	is	no	longer	high	and	lifted	up.

Forgive	 us	 for	 seeking	 entertainment	 instead	 of	 enrichment	 and	 for
substituting	 performance	 for	 real	 worship.	 Grant	 us	 the	 vision	 to	 see
what	 we’re	 missing	 and	 the	 courage	 and	 devotion	 to	 pay	 the	 price	 to
regain	it.

May	we	not	be	conformers.	May	we	be	transformers	who	experience	Your
grace	and	bring	You	great	glory.	May	Your	house	once	again	become	a
house	of	prayer	and	a	place	where	Your	glory	is	seen.

In	the	Name	of	Jesus,
Amen.



Seventeen
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WISDOM
	
In	which	we	learn	the	wisdom	of	planning

balanced	worship
	

EVER	 SINCE	 SIN	 INVADED	GOD’S	 WORLD,	 things	 have	 been	 out	 of	 balance
everywhere	except	in	heaven.	When	Paul	wanted	to	describe	the	present	state	of
the	created	world,	he	chose	five	expressive	words:	futility,	bondage,	corruption,
groans,	and	labors	(Rom.	8:20–22).	Before	the	fall	of	humankind,	everything	in
creation	was	in	perfect	balance,	but	Adam	and	Eve’s	disobedience	put	an	end	to
that	and	ushered	in	conflict	and	extremes,	a	problem	that	won’t	be	solved	until
Jesus	returns	and	sets	creation	free.
The	world	of	nature	 is	out	of	balance,	but	 so	 is	 the	world	of	human	nature.

Many	of	the	problems	that	trouble	and	divide	the	church	today	are	caused	by	the
confusion	 that	 comes	 from	 imbalance.	 Sinful	 human	 nature	 being	 what	 it	 is,
there’s	always	the	danger	of	people	going	to	extremes	and	seeing	and	promoting
only	one	 side	of	 a	biblical	 truth.	Over	 the	 centuries,	well-meaning	 theologians
have	debated	divine	sovereignty	and	human	responsibility,	faith	and	works,	and
the	 deity	 and	 humanity	 of	 Christ,	 but	 only	 those	 who	 kept	 truth	 in	 balance
escaped	 the	 snares	 of	 heresy.	Without	 the	mature	 perspective	 that	 comes	 from
theological	 balance,	 local	 churches	 will	 waste	 their	 resources	 fighting
unnecessary	 battles,	 pursuing	 unimportant	 goals,	 and	 defending	 unessential
practices.	In	short,	the	church	will	get	out	of	balance.
Unfortunately,	 this	 problem	 of	 imbalance	 has	 affected	 the	 way	 Christians

worship	 the	Lord	 in	 their	 local	 churches.	What	 some	people	 think	 is	merely	 a
generational	 problem—the	 young	 versus	 the	 old—is	 actually	 a	 theological
problem,	and	it	won’t	be	solved	until	both	generations	humbly	listen	to	the	Lord
and	 learn	 from	 one	 another.	What	 God	 has	 joined	 together,	 we	 must	 not	 put
asunder.	Let’s	consider	those	theological	areas	that	in	recent	years	well-meaning
Christians	 have	 torn	 asunder	 and	 thereby	 disrupted	 fellowship	 in	 the	 local
church.



GOD’S	TRANSCENDENCE	AND	GOD’S	IMMANENCE
	
The	first	song	of	God’s	people	recorded	in	Scripture	is	in	Exodus	15	and	was

sung	by	Israel	after	 the	Lord	had	defeated	 the	army	of	Egypt.	After	describing
the	event	(vv.	1–12),	the	Jews	sang:	“Who	is	like	You,	O	LORD,	among	the	gods?
Who	 is	 like	You,	glorious	 in	holiness,	 fearful	 in	praises,	doing	wonders?”	The
emphasis	in	verse	11	is	on	the	transcendence	of	God.	But	in	verse	13,	the	people
of	 Israel	 extol	 the	 immanence	of	God:	 “You	 in	Your	mercy	have	 led	 forth	 the
people	whom	You	 have	 redeemed;	You	 have	 guided	 them	 in	Your	 strength	 to
Your	 holy	 habitation.”	 The	 mighty	 Warrior	 is	 now	 the	 gentle	 Shepherd,
journeying	with	His	people	and	guiding	them	to	their	promised	inheritance.
The	Scriptures	maintain	a	balance	between	 these	 two	attributes	of	God.	“He

heals	 the	 broken-hearted	 and	 binds	 up	 their	 wounds,”	 says	 Psalm	 147:3,
extolling	 the	 immanence	of	God	and	His	gracious	care	 for	His	people;	but	 the
very	next	verse	says,	“He	counts	 the	number	of	 the	stars:	He	calls	 them	all	by
name.”	 That’s	 the	 transcendence	 of	 God!	 Are	 these	 two	 attributes	 of	 God	 in
conflict	with	 each	 other?	Not	 any	more	 than	His	 justice	 and	His	 grace	 or	His
being	one	God	and	yet	existing	as	Father	and	Son	and	Holy	Spirit.
When	Isaiah	saw	Jesus	Christ	“high	and	lifted	up”	(Isa.	6),	he	was	lost	in	the

glorious	transcendence	of	God.	But	when	he	saw	himself	and	his	sins	and	cried
out	 for	 help,	 it	 was	 the	 immanent	 God—the	 God	 of	 the	 altar—who	 met	 his
spiritual	need.	“‘Am	I	a	God	near	at	hand,’	 says	 the	LORD,	 ‘and	not	a	God	 far
off?	Can	anyone	hide	himself	in	secret	places,	so	I	shall	not	see	him?’	says	the
LORD;	‘Do	I	not	fill	heaven	and	earth?’	says	the	LORD”	(Jer.	23:23–24).
“O	Lord,	our	Lord,	how	excellent	is	Your	name	in	all	the	earth,	You	who	set

Your	glory	above	the	heavens!”	So	reads	Psalm	8:1,	but	it’s	balanced	by	verse	4,
“What	 is	man	 that	You	are	mindful	of	him,	 and	 the	 son	of	man	 that	You	visit
him?”	 The	 God	 whose	 glory	 is	 far	 above	 the	 heavens	 (transcendence)	 comes
down	to	visit	sinful	humans	and	address	their	problems	and	needs	(immanence).
Jesus	Christ	is	called	“Immanuel,	God	with	us”	(Matt.	1:23),	but	He’s	also	seated
at	the	Father’s	right	hand	in	the	heavenlies	(Eph.	1:20–23).
Whenever	we	worship	the	Lord,	we	must	keep	these	twin	truths	in	balance.	If

we	think	only	of	transcendence,	then	God	will	be	so	far	away	that	He	won’t	be
able	to	help	us.	But	if	we	emphasize	only	His	immanence,	He	may	become	such
a	 “buddy”	 that	 we	 fail	 to	 recognize	 His	 greatness	 and	 His	 power.	 God	 is
transcendent,	therefore	He	can	do	anything;	God	is	immanent,	therefore	He	can
be	 anywhere—	 and	 that’s	 the	 kind	 of	 God	 who	 deserves	 our	 worship.	 I’ve
attended	worship	services	where	people	were	so	caught	up	with	the	immanence
of	 the	Lord	 that	what	 they	 said	 and	did	bordered	on	blasphemy.	They	weren’t



just	touching	the	ark	(2	Sam.	6:6–7);	they	were	dancing	on	it	and	forgetting	the
solemn	truth	that	“our	God	is	consuming	fire”	(Heb.	12:29).	I’ve	also	attended
church	 services	where	 the	 transcendence	 of	 the	Lord	was	 the	 only	 theme.	We
were	so	overwhelmed	by	God’s	greatness	that	we	were	almost	afraid	to	pray	the
Lord’s	Prayer	lest	we	be	judged	for	saying	“Our	Father.”
I’m	generalizing,	but	it	seems	to	me	that	the	younger	generation	leans	toward

the	 immanence	 of	 God,	 a	 God	who	 is	more	 a	 present	 Friend	 than	 an	 exalted
Sovereign,	while	my	generation	is	more	accustomed	to	a	transcendent	God	who
is	 worthy	 of	 our	 worship	 and	 praise.	 Like	 all	 generalizations,	 there	 are
exceptions,	but	for	the	most	part,	I	believe	that	this	unbiblical	division	is	at	the
root	of	many	of	the	so-called	worship	wars	in	our	churches.
Let	me	 show	you	how	 this	 unnecessary	 and	unbiblical	 division	works	 itself

out	in	churches	and	gets	us	out	of	balance.

FEARING	GOD	AND	DELIGHTING	IN	GOD
	
As	we	all	know,	the	“fear	of	the	Lord”	isn’t	the	servile	terror	of	a	slave	before

a	 cruel	 master;	 it’s	 the	 awesome	 respect	 of	 creatures	 before	 the	 Creator	 and
obedient	 children	 before	 the	Father.	The	 fear	 of	 the	Lord	 balances	 our	 delight
with	 the	Lord	 so	 that	we	don’t	 become	 so	overly	 familiar	with	God	Almighty
that	we	forget	“it	is	He	who	has	made	us,	and	not	we	ourselves”	(Ps.	100:3).	This
balance	 is	 perfectly	 expressed	 in	 Psalm	 2:11:	 “Serve	 the	 LORD	 with	 fear,	 and
rejoice	with	trembling.”
God	wants	us	to	delight	in	Him	and	express	our	love	to	Him	(John	14:21–24),

but	He	 also	wants	 us	 to	 remember	 that	He	 alone	 is	 the	 Lord.	 “Heaven	 is	My
throne,	and	earth	 is	My	footstool,”	He	reminded	 the	people	of	 Israel;	and	 then
He	 added,	 “But	 on	 this	 one	will	 I	 look:	 on	him	who	 is	 poor	 and	of	 a	 contrite
spirit,	and	who	trembles	at	My	word”	(Isa.	66:1–2).	“For	thus	says	the	High	and
Lofty	One	who	inhabits	eternity,	whose	name	is	Holy:	‘I	dwell	in	the	high	and
holy	place,	with	him	who	has	a	contrite	and	humble	spirit,	to	revive	the	spirit	of
the	humble,	and	to	revive	the	heart	of	the	contrite	one’”	(Isa.	57:15).	If	ever	there
was	 a	 biblical	 description	 of	 the	 balancing	 of	 God’s	 transcendence	 and
immanence,	this	is	it.
The	 experience	 of	 the	 early	 church	 after	 Pentecost	 is	 the	 example	 for	 us	 to

follow:	 “Then	 fear	 came	 upon	 every	 soul.	 .	 .	 .	 So	 continuing	 daily	 with	 one
accord	in	the	temple,	and	breaking	bread	from	house	to	house,	they	ate	their	food
with	gladness	and	simplicity	of	heart,	praising	God	and	having	favor	with	all	the
people”



(Acts	 2:43,	 46–47).	They	were	 a	 blessed	 people	 partly	 because	 they	were	 a
balanced	people,	experiencing	both	fear	and	joy.

GOD’S	HOLINESS	AND	GOD’S	LOVE
	
“God	 is	 light”	 states	 1	 John	1:5,	 an	 image	borrowed	 from	a	number	of	Old

Testament	 passages,	 including	 “The	 LORD	 is	 my	 light	 and	 my	 salvation”	 (Ps.
27:1),	“Let	us	walk	 in	 the	 light	of	 the	LORD”	(Isa.	2:5),	and	“light	dwells	with
Him”	(Dan.	2:22).	Jesus	called	Himself	“the	light	of	the	world”	(John	8:12;	9:5).
We	associate	light	with	God	and	darkness	with	Satan	(Luke	22:53;	2	Cor.	4:1–6),
light	with	 holiness	 and	 darkness	with	 sin	 (1	 John	 1:5–10).	The	 light	 in	which
God	 dwells	 is	 a	 “marvelous	 light”	 (1	 Peter	 2:9),	 but	 at	 the	 same	 time	 it	 is
“unapproachable”	(1	Tim.	6:16)	apart	from	Jesus	Christ.	The	light	and	glory	of
God	dwelt	in	the	tabernacle	in	the	Holy	of	Holies,	guarded	by	the	veil,	but	it	also
left	the	tabernacle	and	led	the	people	of	Israel	on	their	wilderness	journey.	God
was	both	transcendent	and	immanent,	and	God’s	people	could	revere	Him	from
afar	but	also	approach	Him	through	the	appointed	sacrifices	and	offerings.
The	 emphasis	 in	 recent	 years	 has	 been	 on	 the	 love	 of	 God	 almost	 to	 the

exclusion	 of	 His	 holiness.	 Professed	 believers	 living	 in	 open	 sin	 have	 said,
“Well,	God’s	love	is	unconditional,	so	He	still	 loves	me	no	matter	how	much	I
sin.”	They	have	forgotten	that	God’s	love	is	a	holy	love	and	that	Christian	love
isn’t	 blind.	 “And	 this	 I	 pray,”	 Paul	wrote	 to	 the	 Philippian	 church,	 “that	 your
love	may	abound	still	more	and	more	in	knowledge	and	all	discernment,	that	you
may	 approve	 the	 things	 that	 are	 excellent”	 (Phil.	 1:9–10).	 The	 professed
Christian	who	uses	God’s	love	as	an	excuse	to	sin	and	violate	God’s	holiness	is
(to	use	a	phrase	from	Thomas	Merton)	“living	on	the	doorstep	of	hell.”
God	wants	us	to	delight	in	Him	and	to	be	intimate	with	Him,	but	at	the	same

time,	He	wants	us	to	remember	that	He	is	the	Lord.	Our	private	communion	with
Him	 is	 one	 thing,	 and	 our	 public	worship	 is	 quite	 another.	 There	 are	 things	 a
married	couple	will	say	and	do	in	private	that	are	totally	out	of	place	in	public.
There’s	no	place	 in	a	Christian	worship	service	for	“evangelical	exhibitionists”
who	want	to	impress	us	with	their	intimacy	with	the	Lord.

PSALMS	AND	HYMNS	AND	SPIRITUAL	SONGS
	
If	you	think	that	the	current	debates	over	church	music	are	new,	you	need	to

catch	 up	 on	 the	 past.	 It	 was	 the	 issue	 of	worship	 that	moved	Cain	 to	 kill	 his



brother	Abel	 (Gen.	4:1–15;	1	John	3:10–15).	The	real	battle	before	 the	exodus
was	between	Jehovah	and	the	gods	of	Egypt	(Exod.	12:12).	Pharaoh	refused	to
let	 Israel	 worship	 the	 way	 God	 commanded	 and	 offered	 Moses	 several
compromises	(Exod.	4:23;	7:16;	8:1,	20;	9:1,	13;	etc.).1	Martin	Luther	and	John
and	Charles	Wesley	had	 their	 share	of	critics	 in	 the	area	of	music,	and	Moody
and	 Sankey	 were	 often	 attacked	 because	 they	 used	 “new	 music”	 in	 their
campaigns.	 Our	 seminary	 professors	 used	 to	 tell	 us	 that	 “music	 was	 the	 war
department	of	the	church,”	and	that	was	fifty	years	ago!	Now	we’re	involved	in
the	 so-called	 worship	 wars,	 a	 phrase	 I	 don’t	 like	 because	 people	 who	 truly
worship	God	won’t	want	to	go	to	war	with	each	other.
One	 of	 the	marks	 of	maturity	 in	 the	 church	 is	 that	 we	 accept	 diversity,	 for

“there	are	diversities	of	gifts,	but	the	same	Spirit	.	.	.	diversities	of	ministries,	but
the	same	Lord	.	.	.	diversities	of	activities,	but	it	is	the	same	God	who	works	all
in	all”	(1	Cor.	12:4–6).	In	case	you	haven’t	discovered	it,	God	blesses	people	that
you	and	I	disagree	with	and	He	doesn’t	need	our	permission	to	do	so.
However,	 in	 accepting	 diversity	 I’m	 not	 implying	 that	 all	 so-called

contemporary	 Christian	music	 is	 necessarily	 Christian	 or	 biblically	 sound	 just
because	sincere	people	who	want	to	serve	the	Lord	present	it	in	a	church	service.
“Test	 all	 things;	 hold	 fast	what	 is	 good”	 (1	Thess.	 5:21).	But	 let’s	 face	 it:	 not
every	hymn	or	gospel	song	in	the	hymnbook	is	theologically	sound	or	even	good
poetry	or	good	music.	Even	in	the	best	collections,	some	of	the	songs	are	losers.
Nor	 is	 the	real	 issue	style	of	music,	“traditional”	versus	“contemporary.”	What
tradition—	and	“contemporary”	to	what?
Paul	 admonished	God’s	people	 to	worship	God	and	 to	 edify	one	another	by

singing	“psalms	and	hymns	and	spiritual	songs”	(Eph.	5:19;	Col.	3:16).	“Psalms”
are	 the	 inspired	writings	 in	 the	Book	 of	 Psalms,	 set	 to	music	 and	 sung	 to	 the
Lord.	 “Hymns”	are	 songs	extolling	 the	character	 and	works	of	God.	 “Spiritual
songs”	 would	 be	 songs	 about	 the	 Christian	 life,	 songs	 of	 witness	 to	 other
believers	and	to	the	lost,	declaring	what	Christ	has	done	for	us	and	what	He	can
do	for	others.	These	are	broad	categories,	but	 they	seem	to	fit.	Today’s	“praise
choruses”	would	be	classified	as	“spiritual	songs”	unless	the	chorus	is	Scripture
set	to	music.
“Psalms	 and	 hymns”	 would	 emphasize	 the	 transcendence	 of	 God,	 while

“spiritual	songs”	would	focus	for	the	most	part	on	the	immanence	of	God.	To	be
sure,	there	are	psalms	that	deal	with	the	believers’	struggles	and	trials,	and	there
are	some	beautiful	praise	choruses	 that	help	us	worship	God.	But	 for	 the	most
part,	praise	chorus	are	in	the	“I-me”	category	and	center	on	how	we	feel	about
the	 Lord	 and	 the	 Christian	 life.	 It	 would	 be	 difficult	 to	 clap	 while	 singing	 a
psalm	 or	 a	 hymn,	 but	 clapping	 frequently	 accompanies	 the	 singing	 of	 praise



choruses.	What	I	plead	for	is	balance,	the	transcendent	experience	that	can	come
when	we	sing	a	psalm	or	a	hymn,	and	the	sense	of	God’s	nearness	that	we	may
experience	 singing	 a	 praise	 chorus.	 The	 younger	 generation	 needs	 to	 learn	 to
appreciate	and	use	the	psalms	and	hymns,	and	the	older	generation	ought	to	learn
to	appreciate	and	use	the	spiritual	songs	and	praise	choruses.
Before	I	leave	this	important	subject,	I	want	to	say	something	about	melody.

I’ve	heard	it	said	that	the	melody	isn’t	the	important	thing	about	a	song;	that	the
words	and	the	theology	are	what	really	count.	But	that	doesn’t	mean	that	we	can
use	 any	 melody	 with	 any	 set	 of	 words.	 A	 congregation	 can	 sing	 “Away	 in	 a
Manger”	to	the	tune	of	“On	Top	of	Old	Smokey,”	but	I	doubt	that	it	will	result	in
a	profound	worship	experience.	The	paraphrase	of	Psalm	23	from	The	Scottish
Psalter	(“The	Lord’s	my	shepherd	/	I’ll	not	want	/	He	makes	me	down	to	lie”)	is
perfectly	wedded	 to	 the	 lovely	 tune	 “Crimond,”	 but	 it	 can	 also	be	 sung	 to	 the
tune	 of	 “The	 Marine’s	 Hymn.”	 However,	 military	 cadence	 of	 “The	 Marine’s
Hymn”	doesn’t	seem	to	fit	the	pastoral	setting	of	Psalm	23.
According	to	the	inscriptions	in	the	Book	of	Psalms,	the	authors	or	the	temple

musicians	assigned	special	melodies	to	particular	psalms.	Psalm	45,	a	beautiful
wedding	song,	has	“The	Lilies”	as	its	tune,	and	so	does	Psalm	69;	and	“The	Doe
of	 the	Morning”	 (“The	Deer	 of	 the	Dawn”)	 is	 the	 tune	 to	 use	with	 Psalm	 22.
Psalm	56	should	be	sung	to	the	tune	“The	Silent	Dove	in	Distant	Lands”	(or	“A
Dove	on	Distant	Oaks”),	and	Psalm	9	to	the	melody	“Death	of	the	Son.”	If	the
authors	 or	 editors	 of	 the	 Jewish	 hymnal	 felt	 that	 there	were	 specific	melodies
that	 suited	certain	psalms,	would	 that	be	any	 less	 true	of	 “hymns	and	 spiritual
songs”?	Without	mentioning	specific	songs,	I	feel	that	some	excellent	lyrics	have
been	enervated	by	being	wedded	to	melodies	that	can	only	be	called	insipid.	On
the	other	hand,	there	are	some	lovely	tunes	that	need	to	be	divorced	from	their
tasteless	words.	Theology	and	poetry	are	certainly	important,	but	let’s	remember
that	the	tune	is	also	important	if	the	song	is	to	express	the	words	with	power	and
authenticity.

THE	HOLY	WORD	AND	THE	HOLY	SPIRIT
	
“God	 is	 Spirit,”	 Jesus	 told	 the	 Samaritan	 woman,	 “and	 those	 who	 worship

Him	 must	 worship	 in	 spirit	 and	 truth”	 (John	 4:24).	 It’s	 impossible	 to	 offer
acceptable	worship	apart	 from	 the	Spirit	 of	God	and	 the	Word	of	God.2	 If	my
inner	 person	 isn’t	 yielded	 to	 the	 power	 of	 the	Spirit,	 then	my	worship	will	 be
only	 a	 demonstration	 of	 fleshly	 zeal	 fueled	 by	 human	 emotion.	 If	 I’m	 not
obeying	the	truth	of	the	Word	of	God,	what	I	call	“worship”	will	be	nothing	but



superstition,	no	matter	how	good	it	feels	or	how	many	people	applaud	it.
This	 helps	 to	 explain	 why	 the	 statement	 “psalms	 and	 hymns	 and	 spiritual

songs”	 is	 associated	with	 both	 being	 filled	with	 the	 Spirit	 (Eph.	 5:18–19)	 and
being	enriched	by	the	Word	(Col.	3:16).	Once	again,	we’re	confronted	with	the
importance	of	balance	in	worship.	The	Word	of	God	tells	us	what	to	do	and	the
Spirit	of	God	enables	us	to	do	it.	The	Holy	Spirit	will	never	lead	us	to	say	or	do
anything	that’s	contrary	to	the	Word	of	God.	I	once	heard	a	lady	pray	in	a	public
meeting	 that	 God	 would	 help	 her	 husband	 correct	 his	 many	 sins,	 which	 she
proceeded	to	name—while	her	husband	was	sitting	next	to	her!	I	don’t	think	her
prayer	was	born	of	the	Spirit,	because	the	Scriptures	tell	us	that	love	“keeps	no
record	of	wrongs”	 (1	Cor.	 13:5	NIV)	but	 “covers	 over	 a	multitude	of	 sins”	 (1
Peter	4:8	NIV).
One	of	the	problems	in	the	church	at	Corinth	was	the	inability	of	some	of	the

members	to	distinguish	between	their	own	fleshly	desires	and	the	leading	of	the
Spirit	 of	 God.	 They	 were	 condoning	 open	 sin	 in	 the	 fellowship	 and	 boasting
about	their	“open-mindedness”	and	“tolerance.”	Some	of	them	were	suing	each
other	 in	 the	 civil	 courts,	 others	 were	 getting	 drunk	 at	 the	 love	 feast,	 and	 still
others	 were	 parading	 their	 spiritual	 gifts	 at	 the	 church	 meetings.	 There	 was
confusion	 in	 their	 assemblies	 because	 they	were	 interrupting	 one	 another,	 and
Paul	warned	 them	 that	 “God	 is	not	 the	 author	of	 confusion”	 (1	Cor.	14:33).	 It
takes	 more	 than	 “a	 religious	 feeling”	 to	 know	 the	 will	 of	 God.	 It	 takes	 a
knowledge	of	the	Scriptures,	a	will	surrendered	to	the	Spirit,	and	a	deep	desire	to
glorify	 God.	 The	 transcendent	 Lord	 speaks	 to	 us	 through	 His	 Word,	 and	 the
indwelling	Holy	Spirit	bears	witness	to	the	truth	and	makes	the	Lord	real	to	us
(immanence).

THE	CORPORATE	AND	THE	PERSONAL
	
Another	 problem	 in	 the	 Corinthian	 church	 was	 individualism.	 The	 people

came	 to	 the	 meetings	 prepared	 to	 “do	 their	 own	 thing”	 and	 this	 created
competition	 and	 confusion.	 “Whenever	 you	 come	 together,	 each	 of	 you	 has	 a
psalm,	has	a	teaching,	has	a	tongue,	has	a	revelation,	has	an	interpretation.	Let
all	 things	 be	 done	 for	 edification	 [building	 up]”	 (1	 Cor.	 14:26).	 It’s	 certainly
right	for	us	to	make	spiritual	preparation	before	going	to	worship	the	Lord,	and
it’s	good	to	share	with	the	church	what	the	Lord	has	taught	us.	But	we	must	be
careful	not	to	allow	our	individual	likes	and	dislikes	to	become	more	important
than	the	building	up	of	the	whole	church.
I	fear	that	too	many	people	are	sitting	or	standing	in	the	congregation	and	yet



practicing	 individual	 worship	 rather	 than	 entering	 into	 corporate	 worship.
They’re	in	the	congregation	physically	but	not	spiritually.	There	is	such	a	thing
as	private	worship,	and	we	ought	to	experience	it	every	day;	but	there’s	also	such
a	thing	as	corporate	worship,	when	together	we	say,	“Our	Father”	and	not	“my
Father.”	We	must	ask	the	Holy	Spirit	to	unite	us	as	a	worshiping	congregation	so
that	 we	 do	 all	 things	 to	 glorify	 the	 Lord.	 That’s	 one	 reason	why	 prayer	 is	 so
important	before	we	assemble	to	worship	and	while	we’re	worshiping.
The	 younger	 generation	 may	 prefer	 to	 worship	 the	 immanent	 God	 who	 is

“Immanuel,	God	with	us,”	and	the	older	generation	the	transcendent	Lord	who	is
enthroned	above	us.	But	 real	worship	 isn’t	a	buffet	dinner	where	you	have	 the
privilege	of	selecting	what	pleases	you	most.	Worship	is	a	full-course	meal	and
God	writes	the	menu.	His	desire	is	that	we	enjoy	a	balanced	meal,	because	that’s
what	helps	to	make	His	children	healthy.
	

Father,
I	confess	that	it’s	very	easy	for	me	to	get	out	of	balance.	And	it’s	also	very
comfortable,	 because	 then	 I	 don’t	 have	 to	 confront	 the	 mysteries	 and
ambiguities	of	my	faith.	You	are	high	and	lifted	up,	and	yet	You	are	with
me.	 Contemplating	 Your	 transcendence	 moves	 me	 to	 worship,	 and
experiencing	 Your	 presence	moves	me	 to	 praise.	May	 Your	Holy	 Spirit
help	me	 to	 be	 balanced	 so	 that	 I	 serve	 You	with	 fear	 and	 rejoice	with
trembling.	Please	deliver	me	from	the	kind	of	worship—private	or	public
—that	 trivializes	what	means	so	much	to	You	and	 for	which	You	paid	a
great	price.

Be	glorified	in	all	things!
In	the	Name	of	the	Savior,

Amen.



Eighteen
	
WORSHIP	INVOLVES	WISDOM
	
In	which	we	consider	the	wisdom	

of	tradition	in	worship
	

IN	SOME	CHURCHES,	the	kind	of	worship	being	practiced	is	like	a	bouquet	of
cut	 flowers:	 attractive	 but	 not	 enduring.	Why?	 Because	 like	 the	 bouquet,	 this
kind	of	worship	has	no	roots,	and	without	roots,	it	will	eventually	wilt	and	die.	If
it’s	already	dead	but	looks	alive,	 it	could	masquerade	as	a	living	ministry	for	a
long	time.

I	 don’t	 question	 the	 dedication	 or	 sincerity	 of	 the	 people	 leading	 these
worship	 services,	 but	 I	 do	 question	 their	 wisdom	 in	 deliberately	 cutting
themselves	off	from	the	past.	In	 their	commendable	desire	 to	be	contemporary,
these	 churches	 have	 isolated	 themselves	 from	 history	 and	 created	 unbalanced
ministries	 that	 usually	 produce	 unbalanced	 worshipers.	 Even	 more,	 these
churches	 are	 growing	 a	 generation	 of	 believers	 who	 have	 little	 or	 no
understanding	 of	 their	 Christian	 heritage	 and	 who	 are	 laboring	 under	 the
delusion	that	God	never	really	did	anything	great	until	their	church	came	along.
What	will	happen	when	these	younger	believers	become	church	leaders	and	start
making	 decisions	 that	 affect	 the	 destiny	 of	 immortal	 souls?	 It’s	 scary	 to	 think
about	it.
Just	 as	 Christian	 worship	 must	 emphasize	 both	 God’s	 transcendence	 and

immanence,	 so	 worship	 must	 involve	 both	 the	 heritage	 of	 the	 past	 and	 the
opportunities	of	the	present,	otherwise	our	churches	will	have	no	future.	One	of
the	popular	philosophies	today	declares	 that	 it’s	 impossible	to	effectively	reach
the	present	generation	with	the	gospel	unless	we	set	our	churches	free	from	what
is	 disdainfully	 called	 “tradition.”	 One	 of	 these	 strategists	 has	 declared
dogmatically,	 “If	 your	 congregation	 sings	 from	 the	 hymnal	 while	 being
accompanied	by	an	organ	and	piano,	and	 if	you	have	a	choir	 that	wears	 robes,
your	church	is	dying.”	Yet	in	my	many	years	of	itinerant	ministry,	I’ve	been	in
congregations	 that	 listen	 to	 robed	 choirs	 sing	 and	 that	 hear	 organs	 and	 pianos



played,	and	they’re	definitely	not	dying!	It’s	too	bad	when	an	ideology	blinds	us
to	reality.
Some	people	who	react	negatively	to	the	concept	of	tradition	in	worship	often

react	negatively	 to	 tradition	 in	any	other	 area	of	 life.	 It’s	 almost	 a	 conditioned
reflex.	 Like	 the	 Athenians	 in	 Paul’s	 day,	 these	 people	 spend	 their	 time	 “in
nothing	else	but	either	to	tell	or	to	hear	some	new	thing”	(Acts	17:21).	They	may
not	really	understand	what	“tradition”	means,	so	all	they’re	doing	is	opposing	a
caricature	 instead	 of	wrestling	with	 a	 valuable	 concept.	Let’s	 try	 to	 rescue	 the
word	 tradition	 from	 unnecessary	 ridicule	 and	 reproach	 and	 restore	 it	 to	 the
vocabulary	and	ministry	of	worship.

HERITAGE,	HUMAN	AND	DIVINE
	
Our	English	word	 tradition	comes	from	two	Latin	words	 that	 together	mean

“to	give	over,	to	pass	on.”	It	works	like	this:	the	older	generation	identifies	the
things	they	think	are	important	and	passes	them	along	to	the	next	generation	for
safekeeping	and	for	their	enjoyment	and	use.	Each	new	generation	evaluates	this
heritage,	 rejects	 what	 it	 considers	 no	 longer	 useful,	 and	 passes	 along	 to	 their
children	and	grandchildren	whatever	is	left.	That	heritage	might	include	objects,
values,	theories,	organizations,	philosophies,	and	social	processes	and	practices.
Sometimes	the	new	generation	will	throw	out	things	that	another	generation	will
later	rescue	and	use	very	profitably.	Yesterday’s	trash	becomes	today’s	treasure
not	 only	 in	 flea	 markets	 but	 also	 in	 the	 forum	 of	 human	 life.	 Even	 modern
science	has	been	known	to	apologize	for	an	“improvement”	and	go	back	to	the
way	it	was	done	before.	The	use	of	DDT	is	one	example.
So,	while	 there	are	good	and	bad	 traditions,	 and	good	and	bad	standards	by

which	we	can	measure	them,	the	process	that	sifts	them	out	is	neither	good	nor
bad.	 It	 simply	 enables	 our	 children	 and	 grandchildren	 to	 function	 in	 society
without	having	to	reinvent	the	wheel.	Were	it	not	for	tradition,	the	gains	of	each
generation	would	be	lost	to	the	next	generation,	and	everybody	would	be	born	on
square	one	and	would	be	forced	to	stay	there	a	long	time.
Most	of	us	gladly	accept	electricity,	automobiles,	airplanes,	radios,	television

sets,	 telephones,	 printing	 presses,	 computers,	 and	 a	 host	 of	miracle	medicines,
the	 tangible	 improvements	 that	make	 life	 better,	 safer,	 more	 comfortable,	 and
more	 efficient.	We	might	 not	 approve	of	 all	 that’s	 being	published	 these	days,
but	we	would	 still	 rather	 read	printed	books	and	magazines	 than	 struggle	with
papyrus	scrolls	or	clay	tablets.	There	are	some	small	fringe	societies	that	defend
and	maintain	the	“old	ways,”	but	most	of	us	feel	free	to	enjoy	the	benefits	of	a



progressive	society.	But	when	it	comes	to	matters	like	ethical	standards,	personal
morality,	social	conduct,	and	the	traditions	that	cluster	around	significant	human
experiences	 like	 birth,	 marriage,	 raising	 children,	 patriotism,	 and	 especially
religion,	many	people	 find	 it	difficult	 to	accept	change.	As	one	of	 the	deacons
said	in	the	Swedish	church	in	which	I	grew	up,	“We’ve	done	it	this	way	for	thirty
years,	so	why	should	we	change	now?”
And	yet	 traditions	of	worship	have	changed	over	 the	centuries.	Christians	 in

the	first	three	centuries	prohibited	the	playing	of	flutes	in	their	worship	services
because	 flute	music	was	 identified	with	pagan	cults.	Nobody	would	make	 that
connection	today.	For	many	years	in	England	and	America,	worshipers	went	to
church	on	Sunday	morning,	 remained	for	a	 fellowship	meal,	and	 then	attended
an	 afternoon	 service.	 It	 was	 an	 ideal	 arrangement	 for	 people	 living	 in	 a	 rural
society.	 But	 the	 growth	 of	 cities	 changed	 that	 schedule	 and	 urban	 Christians
dropped	 the	 afternoon	 service,	 replacing	 it	with	 a	 nap,	 and	 started	 attending	 a
Sunday	evening	service.	Today,	the	Sunday	evening	service	is	vanishing	in	many
cities	 and	 being	 replaced	 by	 “growth	 groups”	 that	 meet	 in	 homes.	 For	 many
years	it	was	traditional	for	congregations	to	sing	paraphrases	of	the	Psalms.	Then
Isaac	Watts	 and	others	decided	 to	write	hymns,	 and	people	 like	Fanny	Crosby
wrote	gospel	songs;	gradually,	church	music	was	changed.

TRADITION	AND	TRUTH
	
The	problem	 really	 isn’t	 tradition,	because	 tradition	 is	 simply	 the	content	of

what	one	generation	hands	 to	another.	The	problem	 is	 traditionalism,	which	 is
the	worship	of	traditions	to	such	an	extent	that	few	people	dare	to	examine	them
or	 try	 to	 change	 them.	The	 familiar	 epigram	 comes	 to	mind:	 “Tradition	 is	 the
living	 faith	 of	 the	 dead;	 traditionalism	 is	 the	 dead	 faith	 of	 the	 living.”1	While
ministering	here	on	earth,	our	Lord	encountered	Jewish	traditions	that	were	more
important	 than	 the	 inspired	 Jewish	Scriptures	because	 traditionalism	had	 taken
over	their	religion	(Mark	7:1–23).	The	Pharisees	were	very	upset	when	Jesus	ate
food	 without	 first	 going	 through	 the	 ceremonial	 washings,	 and	 they	 were
positively	scandalized	when	He	ate	meals	with	tax	collectors	and	“sinners”	who
had	abandoned	practicing	their	Jewish	faith.
Each	generation	must	examine	and	evaluate	the	traditions	it	receives,	but	this

means	 that	 each	 generation	must	 have	 standards,	 values,	 and	 ideals	 by	which
they	 can	 do	 this	 evaluating.	 In	 eighteenth-century	England,	 pickpocketing	 and
forgery	were	capital	offenses	for	which	the	convicted	criminal	could	be	hanged,
but	 nobody	would	want	 to	 see	 that	 kind	 of	 law	 passed	 today.	 In	 Puritan	New



England,	witches	were	burned	and	adulteresses	were	branded,	but	that	isn’t	our
practice	today.	Henry	Thoreau	resigned	from	the	teaching	profession	because	he
refused	 to	 flog	 students,	 and	 today	 we	 live	 in	 a	 society	 where	 too	 often	 the
students	beat	up	the	teachers	and	even	shoot	them!
Whether	we	accept	it	or	not,	the	church	has	a	long	and	rich	worship	tradition

that	pastors	and	worship	leaders	must	not	ignore.2	The	record	of	the	beginning	of
this	 heritage	 is	 found	 in	 the	 Bible,	 starting	with	 the	Old	 Testament	 people	 of
Israel.	It	continues	in	the	Jewish	synagogue	and	the	New	Testament	church,	with
hints	about	worship	given	here	and	 there	 in	 the	Epistles.	The	climax	comes	 in
the	 Book	 of	 Revelation,	 where	 we	 find	 the	 saints	 in	 heaven	 worshiping	 God
while	the	saints	on	earth	battle	the	forces	of	Satan	and	the	world.	It’s	important
that	church	worship	leaders	read	the	Bible	with	both	eyes	open	to	the	theme	of
worship.
The	 subject	 of	 worship	 can	 be	 traced	 through	 the	 writings	 of	 the	 church

fathers,	 although	 what	 they	 wrote	 must	 be	 carefully	 evaluated.	 What	 the
Reformers	taught	about	worship	is	especially	helpful,	and	it	doesn’t	hurt	 to	get
acquainted	 with	 the	 worship	 theology	 and	 practice	 of	 the	 various	 Christian
communions.	 To	 assume	 that	 wisdom	 rests	 with—and	 will	 die	 with—the
denomination	to	which	I	belong	is	hardly	a	Christian	attitude.	Ignorance	builds
walls,	but	 learning	builds	bridges;	as	 the	old	adage	says,	“He	who	knows	only
his	 own	 position	 doesn’t	 know	 even	 that.”	 There	 are	 specialists	 who	 have
devoted	their	lives	to	studying	worship,	something	no	busy	pastor	has	the	time	to
do;	 let’s	 learn	 all	 we	 can	 from	 those	 who	 have	 devoted	 themselves	 to	 this
important	area	of	church	life.

I	SHOOK	HANDS	WITH	SPURGEON
	
I	 like	 to	 tell	 people	 that	 I	 shook	 hands	 with	 Spurgeon.	 They	 smile

compassionately	 and	 usually	 ask,	 “Aren’t	 you	 a	 bit	 too	 young	 to	 have	 shaken
hands	 with	 a	 man	 who	 died	 years	 before	 you	 were	 born?”	 But	 it’s	 simply	 a
matter	of	tradition.	I	have	shaken	hands	with	Dr.	D.	Martyn	Lloyd-Jones,	and	he
often	 shook	 hands	 with	 Dr.	 G.	 Campbell	Morgan.	Morgan	 and	 D.	 L.	Moody
were	 good	 friends	 and	 surely	 shook	 hands,	 and	 Moody	 shook	 hands	 with
Spurgeon	 and	 even	 preached	 at	 the	 Metropolitan	 Tabernacle.	 Conclusion:	 I
shook	hands	with	Spurgeon.
Tradition	is	something	like	that.	Paul	committed	to	Timothy	the	doctrines	of

the	 Christian	 faith	 (1	 Tim.	 1:18)	 and	 Timothy	 committed	 these	 truths	 to	 the
leaders	 of	 the	 church	 in	 Ephesus,	 instructing	 them	 to	 commit	 them	 in	 turn	 to



faithful	believers	who	could	in	turn	pass	them	on	to	others.	“And	the	things	that
you	have	heard	from	me	among	many	witnesses,	commit	 these	 to	faithful	men
who	will	be	able	to	teach	others	also”	(2	Tim.	2:2).	Four	generations	of	believers
are	listed	there,	and	if	it	weren’t	for	them	and	for	the	many	other	“living	links”
down	through	the	ages,	we	wouldn’t	have	the	precious	heritage	of	truth	that	we
treasure	today.	The	church	is	but	one	generation	short	of	extinction	and	the	older
generation	must	obey	2	Timothy	2:2	and	teach	the	younger	generation.

THE	WORSHIP	TREASURY
	
The	Bible	is	the	record	of	salvation	tradition	and	the	Christian	hymnal	is	the

record	 of	worship	 tradition.	With	 all	 of	 its	 faults,	 the	 hymnal	 is	 a	 treasury	 of
doctrinal	 truth,	 devotional	 experience,	 and	 practical	 challenge,	 and	 it’s
unfortunate	that	fewer	and	fewer	people	appreciate	and	use	it.
I	 once	 saw	 a	 “Christian	musician”	 sit	 down	 at	 the	 grand	 piano	 in	 a	 church

sanctuary,	take	the	hymnal	off	the	music	rack,	and	toss	it	on	the	floor.	“We	won’t
need	 this,”	 he	 said	with	 a	 smile,	 but	 the	 longer	 he	 played	 and	 sang,	 the	more
some	of	us	wished	he’d	stayed	with	the	hymnal.	In	what	he	did,	the	young	man
said	 nothing	 about	 the	 hymnal,	 but	 he	 certainly	 revealed	 a	 great	 deal	 about
himself.	 His	 actions	 announced	 to	 us	 that	 he	 was	 casually	 rejecting	 twenty
centuries	of	Christian	worship.	He	displayed	a	kind	of	ignorance	and	arrogance
that’s	certainly	not	a	hallmark	of	devotion	to	Christ,	let	alone	of	expertise	in	the
ministry	of	Christian	music.
I’ve	been	privileged	to	minister	together	with	some	of	the	very	finest	Christian

musicians	of	the	century,	and	I’m	sure	they	would	be	scandalized	if	one	of	their
students	did	a	thing	like	that.	It’s	really	paradoxical	that	a	generation	of	church
musicians	 claims	 to	 believe	 and	 love	 the	 entire	 Bible,	 yet	 leaps	 over	 twenty
centuries	of	church	hymnody	and	patterns	their	music	primarily	after	that	of	the
Jewish	temple.	Paul	instructs	us	to	worship	the	Lord	in	“psalms	and	hymns	and
spiritual	 songs”	 (Eph.	 5:19;	Col.	 3:16),	 suggesting	 that	 the	whole	 spectrum	of
music	is	at	our	disposal	and	that	God	wants	us	to	use	it.
Apart	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 tend	 to	 reject	 anything	 that’s	 “old,”	 the	 new

generation	 usually	 gives	 three	 arguments	 to	 defend	 their	 ignoring	 the	 church
hymnal.	The	first	is	that	the	church	must	have	a	contemporary	sound	in	order	to
reach	 contemporary	 sinners,	 especially	 young	 sinners.	 Perhaps	 this	 is	 true	 if
you’re	 evangelizing	 at	 a	 rock	 festival,	 but	 does	 it	 necessarily	 apply	when	 the
church	assembles	to	worship	the	Lord?	Why	should	the	tastes	of	an	unconverted
generation	dictate	 the	music	 standards	of	 the	church	of	 Jesus	Christ?	Must	 the



church	 imitate	 the	world	 in	 order	 to	 influence	 the	world,	 or	will	 the	world	 be
attracted	 to	 Christ	 because	His	 people	 are	 different?	When	 lost	 sinners	 attend
church,	 don’t	 they	 expect	 the	music	 to	 reflect	what	 the	 church	 believes	 rather
than	what	the	world	enjoys?
The	second	reason	they	give	is	that	hymns	don’t	produce	the	excitement	and

enthusiasm	that	accompany	praise	choruses,	so	the	service	becomes	dull.	Closely
connected	with	this	is	the	third	reason:	by	singing	praise	choruses	“off	the	wall”
and	not	out	of	a	book,	the	congregation	can	enjoy	a	greater	variety	of	new	music
week	by	week.3
As	 for	 the	 argument	 for	 enthusiasm,	 psalms	 and	 hymns	 don’t	 derive	 their

value	 from	 excitement,	 but	 from	 enlightenment.	 It’s	 not	 the	 emotional
combustion	but	the	doctrinal	content	that	makes	the	psalm	or	hymn	meaningful
to	 the	worshiper.	To	compensate	for	 the	frequent	 lack	of	biblical	 truth	 in	many
praise	choruses,	the	congregation	has	to	sing	them	over	and	over	again	in	order
to	work	 up	 an	 emotional	 high	 that	 substitutes	 for	worshiping	 “in	 spirit	 and	 in
truth.”	 Perhaps	 the	 menu	 has	 to	 keep	 changing	 because	 the	 meal	 isn’t	 very
nourishing.	You	can	sing	many	hymns	frequently	and	still	find	something	new.
If	the	church	is	to	be	true	to	its	calling,	it	must	teach	each	new	generation	not

only	 the	 truth	 of	 the	 biblical	 tradition	 (2	 Tim.	 2:2),	 but	 also	 the	 truth	 of	 the
worship	 tradition,	 theology	 expressed	 in	 “psalms	 and	 hymns	 and	 spiritual
songs.”	There’s	plenty	of	room	for	variety	as	long	as	we	don’t	get	out	of	balance.
My	 generation	 needs	 to	 learn	 to	 appreciate	 the	 best	 of	 praise	 music	 and	 the
younger	generation	needs	 to	 learn	 to	appreciate	 the	best	 in	Christian	hymnody.
One	generation	 learns	 from	another	and	all	of	us	grow	 together.	Churches	 that
conduct	“traditional”	and	“contemporary”	services	can’t	do	this.	There’s	a	place
in	the	worship	service	for	guitars,	drums,	and	synthesizers	as	well	as	pianos	and
organs,	but	there’s	a	desperate	need	for	people	who	are	worship	leaders	and	not
cheerleaders.	We	 shouldn’t	 sing	 hymns	 the	way	we	 sing	 praise	 choruses.	Our
goal	in	singing	is	to	lay	hold	of	God’s	truth	and	be	nourished	by	it.
Too	 many	 people	 think	 that	 “traditional”	 is	 a	 synonym	 for	 “obsolete,”	 but

they’re	wrong.	The	 family	 is	a	 traditional	 thing	 in	society,	and	nobody	has	yet
devised	a	better	way	to	bring	new	life	into	the	world,	protect	it,	and	prepare	it	for
adulthood.	 Bread	 is	 traditional	 but	 it’s	 certainly	 not	 obsolete.	 Modern	 bakers
may	have	better	ovens	and	purer	ingredients,	but	a	loaf	of	bread	is	still	made	the
same	 old	 way	 and	 it	 still	 nourishes	 us.	 Israel	 in	 the	 Old	 Testament	 often
complained	about	the	daily	manna	God	sent	them	and	asked	for	something	more
exciting	to	eat,	usually	the	diet	they	had	in	Egypt,	and	some	of	God’s	people	are
following	 their	 example.	We	 need	 to	 stop	 to	 consider	what	 happened	 to	 those
complainers,	because	it	might	happen	to	us.



	
Loving	Father,
We	want	 to	express	our	worship	 to	You	 in	ways	 that	are	meaningful	 to	us
and	true	to	Your	Word.	We	want	our	worship	to	please	Your	heart.	Help
our	worship	to	be	enrichment	and	not	entertainment.

Give	us	a	willingness	to	listen	to	Your	Word	and	to	learn	from	one	another.
Give	us	love	and	patience	when	we	disagree,	and	help	us	to	mature	and
be	balanced	children	of	God.

Deliver	 us	 from	 seeking	 only	 religious	 excitement.	 Deepen	 our
understanding	of	the	Word	so	that	we	find	new	ways	to	express	the	great
old	truths,	and	help	us	to	sing	new	songs	about	new	experiences	of	grace.

In	the	Name	of	Jesus	Christ	we	pray,
Amen.



Appendix
	

ANSWERING	SOME	QUESTIONS	ABOUT	WORSHIP
	

In	 public	 and	 private	 discussions	 about	worship,	 often	 the	 same	 questions
and	comments	come	up,	so	it	seems	wise	to	deal	with	some	of	them	here.
	

1.	Our	church	is	very	aggressive	and	evangelistic,	and	the	people	are	scared
to	 death	 of	 liturgy	 and	 things	 like	 that.	How	 do	 you	 explain	 our	 success,	and
what	changes	would	you	make?
Every	church	has	a	liturgy,	whether	the	congregation	likes	it	or	not.	A	liturgy

is	simply	an	order	of	service.	You	need	one	if	a	group	of	people	is	going	to	try	to
do	 something	 together;	 otherwise,	 you	 would	 have	 chaos.	 I	 have	 preached	 in
many	churches	of	the	kind	you	described,	and	I	can	assure	you	that	they	have	a
definite	liturgy.
The	focus	of	the	liturgy,	however,	does	not	seem	to	be	the	worship	of	God.	It

appears	 to	be	 (and	 I	may	be	wrong)	 the	conviction	of	 lost	 sinners	 so	 that	 they
will	come	forward	and	trust	Christ.	Please	understand	that	I	am	not	opposed	to
evangelism	or	even	to	public	invitations	that	are	led	by	the	Spirit	of	God.	But	I
do	 believe	 that	 evangelism	 is	 a	 by-product	 of	 worship,	 not	 a	 substitute	 for
worship.
As	for	the	“success”	of	these	churches,	it	all	depends	on	how	you	measure	the

ministry.	 In	Revelation	2	and	3,	 the	churches	 that	people	 thought	were	failures
were	 praised	 by	 the	Lord,	 and	 the	 churches	 that	 thought	 they	were	 successful
were	warned	by	Him.	“Therefore	judge	nothing	before	the	time,	until	 the	Lord
comes,	who	will	both	bring	to	light	the	hidden	things	of	darkness	and	reveal	the
counsels	of	the	hearts.	Then	each	one’s	praise	will	come	from	God”	(1	Cor.	4:5).
How	would	 I	 change	 these	 churches?	 If	 I	were	 called	 to	 be	 pastor,	 I	would

simply	introduce	worship	and	gently	teach	the	leaders	and	the	people	in	the	pews
what	I	have	written	in	this	book.	I	certainly	would	not	eliminate	the	evangelistic
outreach	or	burden!	I	would	simply	put	it	into	the	place	where	it	belongs.	After
all,	 leading	lost	souls	 to	Christ	 is	an	act	of	worship	(Rom.	15:15,	16),	and	true
worship	 does	 involve	 witness.	 I	 would	 caution	 soul-winners	 to	 watch	 their
motives	so	that	God’s	glory,	not	statistics,	would	be	uppermost.



Let	 me	 add	 that	 there	 are	 aggressively	 evangelistic	 churches	 that	 do
emphasize	and	practice	worship.	Evangelism	and	worship	are	not	enemies;	they
are	friends.
	

2.	Our	pastor	and	worship	committee	are	always	making	changes,	and	this
has	become	confusing	to	us	in	the	pews.	What	should	we	do?
It	sounds	like	your	pastor	and	committee	members	are	trying	to	manufacture

effective	worship,	and	this	will	never	work.	Someone	has	called	these	days	“the
era	of	paperback	liturgies,”	and	I	fear	it	is	true.	Something	new	is	always	coming
out	and	there	are	plenty	of	people	ready	to	grab	it	and	try	to	use	it.
Change	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 change	 is	novelty;	change	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 growth	 is

progress.	 Worship	 committees	 that	 deal	 only	 with	 the	 accidentals,	 not	 the
essentials,	can	never	bring	about	 renewal	 in	worship.	We	are	dealing,	after	all,
with	theology	(what	we	believe)	and	not	just	liturgy	(how	we	worship).
Pray	for	your	pastor	and	the	committee	and	cooperate	when	you	can.	Perhaps

a	loving	word	of	counsel	and	encouragement	would	be	appropriate.	Alfred	North
Whitehead	 used	 to	 say	 that	 real	 progress	 comes	 from	 change	 in	 the	 midst	 of
order	and	order	in	the	midst	of	change.	Good	counsel!
	

3.	Occasionally	we	have	visitors	in	our	church	who	will	hold	up	their	hands
during	 prayer	 (yes,	 I	 confess	 that	 I	 am	watching!)	 or	 during	 the	 singing	 of	 a
hymn.	I	find	this	very	distracting.	What	should	we	do?
There	is	nothing	wrong	with	uplifted	hands	during	prayer.	In	fact,	this	was	the

way	most	Jews	prayed.	“Lift	up	your	hands	in	the	sanctuary,	and	bless	the	LORD”
(Ps.	134:2).	 “Let	my	prayer	be	 set	before	You	as	 incense,	 the	 lifting	up	of	my
hands	as	the	evening	sacrifice”	(141:2).	When	Solomon	dedicated	the	temple,	he
“stood	before	the	altar	of	the	LORD	in	the	presence	of	all	the	assembly	of	Israel,
and	spread	out	his	hands	toward	heaven”	(1	Kings	8:22).	Ezra	fell	on	his	knees
and	spread	out	his	hands	when	he	confessed	the	sins	of	the	nation	(Ezra	9:5).
I	might	add	that	our	practice	of	folding	our	hands	in	prayer	is	not	necessarily

biblical,	 or	 even	putting	our	hands	 together	 as	 in	 the	 famous	“Praying	Hands”
picture.	I	am	not	saying	that	these	practices	are	wrong,	but	only	that	they	have
no	biblical	precedent.
As	for	lifting	our	hands	when	we	praise	God,	if	it	is	a	natural	response	from

the	Spirit,	I	see	nothing	wrong	with	it.	When	we	lift	our	hands	in	prayer,	it	is	a
symbol	of	our	faith	in	God,	that	He	will	give	us	what	we	need.	When	we	lift	our
hands	in	praise,	it	is	a	symbol	that	we	give	everything	to	God	because	we	love
Him.	The	important	thing	is	that	we	not	call	attention	to	ourselves	in	such	a	way
that	others	might	be	distracted.



A	Spirit-filled	worshiper	is	not	likely	to	create	problems	in	a	local	church,	so	I
suggest	you	not	become	critical.	The	fruit	of	 the	Spirit	 is	 love.	According	 to	1
Timothy	2:8,	nobody	should	 lift	up	his	or	her	hands	 if	 those	hands	are	defiled
because	 of	 sin,	 if	 the	 person	 is	 angry	 with	 someone,	 or	 if	 the	 individual	 is
causing	trouble	in	the	church.	I	like	the	Williams	translation:	“Lifting	to	heaven
holy	hands	which	are	kept	unstained	by	anger	and	dissensions.”
	

4.	Should	our	pastor	read	his	prayers?
That	is	between	him	and	the	Lord.	Personally,	I	would	rather	a	minister	read	a

meaningful	prayer	 than	 utter	 an	 extempore	 prayer	 that	 is	 shallow	 and	 routine.
The	 prayers	 of	many	 preachers	 are	 very	 predictable.	My	 own	 practice	was	 to
think	through	my	pulpit	prayer	on	Saturday	evening	and	write	out	key	words	and
phrases	 to	 direct	 me.	 However,	 the	 danger	 here	 is	 that	 your	 pastoral	 prayer
becomes	what	 Spurgeon	 termed	 “an	 oblique	 sermon.”	 (By	 the	way,	 Spurgeon
taught	his	pastoral	students	to	prepare	their	pulpit	prayers.)
The	 best	 preparation	 for	 public	 prayer	 is	 private	 prayer	 and	 meditation	 on

God’s	Word.	When	the	minister	is	in	a	truly	spiritual	frame	of	mind,	the	prayer
will	come,	and	 the	preparation	will	help	 to	 focus	 it	on	 the	 requests	 that	matter
most.	I	have	personally	profited	greatly	from	the	reading	of	the	prayers	of	great
Christians,	and	I	recommend	it	as	a	private	devotional	exercise.
	

5.	What	is	a	“litany”	and	how	do	we	use	it?
The	word	litany	comes	from	the	Greek	and	means	“supplication.”	A	litany	is	a

prepared	prayer	offered	by	the	minister,	with	the	congregation	responding	with
the	same	phrase	at	stated	intervals.	For	example:

M:	O	Lord,	we	come	as	Your	children,	giving	 thanks	 for	 the	gift	of	Your
Word.

C:	We	praise	You,	Lord,	for	Your	Word.
M:	Your	Word	is	a	lamp	to	our	feet	and	a	light	to	our	path.
C:	We	praise	You,	Lord,	for	Your	Word.

	
Litanies	are	often	used	for	the	dedication	of	a	church	building,	an	organ,	and

so	 on.	 They	 may	 also	 be	 used	 for	 the	 confession	 of	 sin.	 I	 know	 of	 nothing
unscriptural	 in	 the	use	of	 litanies	 (see	Ps.	136),	but	we	must	always	beware	of
empty	 routine.	 However,	 a	 well-planned	 litany	 can	 be	 very	 meaningful	 if	 a
congregation	is	taught	how	to	use	it	properly.
	

6.	Our	 pastor	 is	 getting	 into	 the	 habit	 of	 opening	 the	 service	with	 a	 lot	 of



banalities—the	weather,	what	 he	 did	 on	 Saturday,	 something	 that	 happened	 in
Sunday	school—and	I	think	he	is	wrong.	I	like	a	worship	service	to	start	with	a
definite	call	to	worship,	not	a	weather	report.

In	some	congregations,	it	is	difficult	to	make	the	transition	between	Sunday
school	 and	 church;	 often	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 service,	 people	 are	 moving
around	 and	 there	 is	 noise.	 Some	 ministers	 take	 the	 first	 few	 minutes,	 while
people	are	assembling,	to	share	“family	news”	within	the	church	and	to	welcome
visitors,	and	so	forth.	Then,	when	things	have	calmed	down,	the	worship	begins.
The	important	thing	is	that	definite	word	is	given	that	the	worship	service	has

begun.	 It	can	be	a	signal	 from	 the	organ	or	piano,	or	a	 song	 from	 the	choir;	 it
could	 even	 be	 a	 call	 to	 worship	 from	 Scripture.	 Beyond	 that	 point,	 nobody
should	be	doing	anything	else	but	worshiping	God,	and	this	applies	especially	to
the	worship	leaders.	I	can	never	understand	why	the	platform	people	must	talk	to
each	other	and	even	be	 flippant	with	each	other	when	 they	are	supposed	 to	be
leading	us	in	worship.	They	ought	to	be	concentrating	on	worshiping	God.
Worship	must	not	be	divorced	from	the	realities	of	life,	including	the	weather,

but	the	focus	of	our	attention	should	be	on	God.	I	prefer	to	open	a	service	on	a
high	and	holy	note	of	praise	and	adoration.	The	call	to	worship	should	center	on
God	and	His	greatness,	and	the	first	hymn	should	be	directed	to	Him	in	praise.
	

7.	 I	 am	 a	 pastor,	 and	 when	 I	 went	 to	 school,	 we	 were	 not	 taught	 how	 to
worship	 or	 how	 to	 lead	 worship.	 How	 do	 I	 sustain	 a	 worshipful	 atmosphere
throughout	a	service?
All	of	us	are	human,	and	it	is	impossible	for	human	beings	to	operate	at	peak

performance	 throughout	an	entire	service	 that	 lasts	an	hour	or	more.	A	famous
movie	producer	once	 said	 that	he	wanted	his	 films	 to	 start	with	an	earthquake
and	 then	 work	 up	 to	 a	 climax.	 You	 can	 do	 this	 with	 celluloid	 but	 not	 with
congregations.
We	 should	begin	on	 a	high	note	 as	we	 call	 the	people	 to	worship.	The	 first

hymn	 should	 lift	 their	 hearts	 to	 praise	 God,	 as	 once	 more	 they	 realize	 His
greatness	 and	 glory.	 The	 first	 prayer	 should	 ask	 God	 for	 His	 help	 as	 the
congregation	worships.	Psychological	false	fire	will	not	last:	we	need	the	fire	of
the	Spirit	of	God	to	warm	our	hearts	and	to	energize	us	as	we	worship.
The	various	elements	of	the	worship	service	should	be	balanced:	the	prayers,

the	 Scripture	 readings,	 the	 hymns,	 the	 sermon,	 and	 the	 offering.	 Personally,	 I
dislike	 everything	 in	 a	 service	 to	 be	 devoted	 to	 the	 same	 theme,	 except	 on
special	occasions	when	the	situation	demands	it	(the	ordaining	of	a	minister,	the
sending	out	of	a	missionary,	the	recognition	of	a	special	day,	and	so	forth).	The
worship	leader	must	know	the	hymnal	as	well	as	he	or	she	knows	the	Bible.



A	worship	service	has	a	momentum	of	its	own,	and	each	service	is	different.
You	cannot	sustain	a	high	pitch	of	 involvement	or	excitement	without	wearing
out	the	people.	A	balanced	service	will	have	silence	as	well	as	speech	and	song,
participation	and	rest,	 the	spontaneous	and	the	planned.	A	worship	leader	must
be	sensitive	to	the	Spirit’s	leading	and	be	willing	to	follow.
	

8.	Is	there	any	place	for	humor	in	a	service	of	worship?
Sometimes	you	cannot	help	it!	A	worship	leader	with	a	good	sense	of	humor

can	 deal	 with	 awkward	 or	 embarrassing	 situations	 without	 destroying	 the
atmosphere	 of	 the	 service.	However,	 I	would	 vote	 against	 forced	 or	 contrived
humor	that	can	only	call	attention	to	itself	and	distract	from	the	true	purpose	of
the	service.	The	preacher	or	musician	who	“has	to	tell	a	joke”	before	ministering
is,	to	me,	definitely	out	of	place.
Having	said	that,	let	me	define	the	right	use	of	humor	in	the	service	of	God.

Elbert	Hubbard	wrote,	“A	theologian	who	can	not	laugh	is	apt	to	explode—he	is
very	dangerous.”	There	is	a	difference	between	being	serious	and	being	solemn.
In	his	Yale	Lectures	on	Preaching,	William	Jewett	Tucker	said,	“The	humor	of
one	preacher	may	be	as	reverent	as	the	solemnity	of	another.”
Anyone	who	has	watched	carefully	either	at	a	zoo	or	a	shopping	center	knows

that	God	has	a	sense	of	humor.	There	is	a	“holy	joy”	and	even	a	“holy	laughter”
(Ps.	126:1–3)	that	can	be	born	of	the	Spirit	of	God.	Let	it	come	unsought	and	it
will	glorify	God.	Manufacture	it,	and	it	will	embarrass	you.
	

9.	Ours	is	a	small	congregation	and	there	is	not	a	plentiful	supply	of	musical
talent.	 How	 do	 you	 worship	God	 when	 the	 playing	 and	 singing	 are	 less	 than
sensational?
If	 the	players	and	singers	are	doing	their	best,	and	seeking	to	do	better,	 then

God	 accepts	 their	 “sacrifices	 of	 praise”	 and	 so	 should	 we.	 Remember,	 our
spiritual	sacrifices	are	presented	to	God	“through	Jesus	Christ,”	and	that	makes
them	 acceptable	 (1	 Peter	 2:5).	 Whenever	 I	 am	 listening	 to	 a	 below-average
presentation,	I	imagine	my	Lord	receiving	it	and	presenting	it	to	the	Father—and
that	changes	my	attitude	completely.
The	worst	 thing	 you	 can	 do	 is	 to	measure	 your	music	 by	what	 you	 hear	 at

special	 concerts	 or	 through	 Christian	media.	 Learn	 to	 appreciate	 the	 best,	 but
(and	I	have	said	this	before	in	these	pages)	do	not	become	a	religious	highbrow
who	is	above	listening	to	anything	but	the	best.	I	am	afraid	that	some	believers
have	 become	 religious	 dilettantes	 who	 want	 to	 impress	 us	 with	 their	 highly
developed	 sense	 of	musical	 appreciation.	Without	 love,	 however,	 they	 are	 just
clanging	gongs	and	cymbals.



	
10.	 The	 Lord	 has	 given	me	 a	 fine	 voice	 and	 I	 have	 been	 privileged	 to	 get

considerable	musical	training.	I	attend	a	small	church	where	there	is	not	much
musical	talent.	This	means	that	I	practice	week	by	week	in	the	choir	with	people
who	are	really	difficult	to	work	with.	I	am	tempted	to	go	to	a	large	church	in	our
city	where	my	musical	ability	would	be	put	to	better	use.	What	do	you	think?
Imagine	what	our	Lord	endured	when	He,	 the	perfect	Man,	had	 to	 live	with

people	 like	 us	 here	 on	 earth!	 Even	His	 own	 disciples	 often	 disappointed	Him
because	 of	 their	 immaturity	 and	 slowness	 of	 spiritual	 comprehension.	 True
service	must	involve	humility	and	sacrifice,	according	to	Philippians	2.
Yes,	the	larger	churches	(with	their	bigger	budgets)	do	attract	people	like	you.

But	if	all	of	you	parade	over	to	the	big	churches,	what	will	happen	to	the	other
churches?	I	have	pastored	a	small	neighborhood	church	that	was	in	the	shadows
of	large	churches,	and	I	have	also	pastored	large	churches	that	cast	the	shadows.
But	 in	 both	 kinds	 of	 churches,	 my	 policy	 was	 to	 make	 sure	 the	 people	 were
where	 God	wanted	 them	 to	 be	 so	 that	 they	might	 serve	 and	 glorify	 Him.	 On
more	 than	 one	 occasion,	 I	 suggested	 to	 people	 that	 they	 stay	 in	 their	 own
churches	and	not	join	our	fellowship,	because	they	were	needed	more	there.
I	 can	 understand	 that	 a	 gifted	musician	might	want	 a	 greater	 challenge	 and

opportunity.	I	can	also	understand	how	frustrating	it	must	be	to	practice	weekly
with	less-talented	people.	However,	keep	in	mind	that	you	have	a	contribution	to
make	 right	 where	 you	 are.	 If	 you	 have	 a	 servant’s	 heart,	 you	 will	 use	 your
exceptional	gifts	to	build	up	others	and	not	yourself.
Would	it	be	possible	for	you	to	join	a	semiprofessional	singing	group	and	in

that	way	find	satisfaction?	Perhaps	you	can	even	start	one!	There	must	be	other
people	in	your	area	who	face	a	problem	similar	to	yours.
Robert	Murray	McCheyne	said,	“God	does	not	bless	great	talents.	He	blesses

great	likeness	to	Jesus.”	Be	a	blessing	as	you	use	your	gifts	and	God	will	put	you
where	He	wants	you.
	

11.	 In	 our	 church,	 somebody	 is	 “drafted”	 right	 before	 the	 service	 to	 read
Scripture.	The	pastor	 says	he	 is	 led	by	 the	Spirit	when	he	chooses	people,	but
after	 hearing	 the	 readings	 and	 the	 prayers	 I	 have	 my	 doubts.	 What	 do	 you
suggest?

The	public	reading	of	 the	Word	of	God	is	 too	serious	a	matter	 to	be	 left	 to
unprepared	people	at	the	last	minute.	It	was	said	that	people	learned	more	from
G.	Campbell	Morgan’s	 reading	of	 Scripture	 than	 anybody	 else’s	 preaching	 of
Scripture.	 It	must	 grieve	 the	 Spirit	 of	God	when	 the	Holy	 Scriptures	 are	 read
carelessly.



If	members	of	the	congregation	participate	in	the	public	reading	of	the	Word,
then	they	should	be	selected	in	advance,	asked	to	prepare	carefully,	and	coached
in	advance	by	the	pastor	or	an	elder.	The	Holy	Spirit	can	lead	us	in	our	choices	a
month	in	advance	just	as	easily	as	ten	minutes	in	advance.
I	recall	with	embarrassment	the	first	time	I	read	the	Bible	in	the	pulpit	before

a	congregation.	I	was	a	recently	converted	teenager,	and	some	of	the	leaders	in
our	little	church	wanted	to	encourage	me.	One	Sunday	morning,	just	before	the
service,	the	chairman	of	the	church	asked	me	to	read	the	Scripture	lesson,	which
happened	to	be	Luke	3:1–6.	Look	it	up	and	note	all	the	unfamiliar	names,	plus
that	unfamiliar	word	tetrarch	(which,	by	the	way,	is	pronounced	with	either	the
long	 or	 short	 e).	 I	 stumbled	 through	 the	 passage	 and	 almost	 decided	 never	 to
return	 to	 church.	 Fortunately,	 I	 got	 over	 it,	 but	 ever	 since	 I	 have	 been
sympathetic	with	people	who	are	“drafted”	to	read	Scripture	at	the	last	minute.
While	 I	 am	 on	 the	 subject,	 let	 me	 state	 my	 amazement	 that	 so	 many

fundamental	churches	that	defend	the	Word	of	God	use	it	so	little	in	their	public
services.	About	the	only	Scripture	that	is	read	is	the	text	for	the	pastor’s	sermon,
and	 yet	 we	 are	 commanded	 to	 “give	 attention	 to	 reading”	 (1	 Tim.	 4:13);	 this
refers	 to	 the	 public	 reading	 of	 the	Word	 of	 God	 in	 the	 congregation.	 Donald
Guthrie	claims	that	the	Greek	word	prosecho,	translated	“give	attention,”	means
that	there	has	been	previous	preparation	in	private.
Before	leaving	this	matter,	let	me	say	that	I	lean	strongly	toward	the	view	that

we	ought	to	have	readings	from	the	Old	Testament,	the	Gospels,	and	the	Epistles
in	our	worship	services.	In	the	Jewish	synagogue,	they	followed	a	lectionary	(an
order	 of	 selected	 readings),	 and	 this	 practice	 was	 adopted	 gradually	 by	 the
church.	Pastors	who	are	sensitive	 to	“the	 times	and	the	seasons”	as	well	as	 the
needs	of	their	congregation,	need	not	feel	imprisoned	if	they	use	a	lectionary	to
guide	them.	They	can	always	make	changes,	but	ought	to	see	to	it	that	the	Word
of	God	is	read	in	the	public	services.
One	final	suggestion:	pastors	need	not	always	do	all	the	reading.	They	should

use	believers	from	the	congregation,	people	who	have	been	prepared	in	advance.
I	 recall	one	service	where	a	 father,	mother,	and	 teenage	daughter	shared	 in	 the
Scripture	reading,	making	it	a	lovely	family	affair.
	

12.	Must	we	always	have	a	public	invitation?
No,	 but	we	 should	 always	 let	 lost	 sinners	 know	what	 can	 be	 done	 if	God’s

Spirit	 is	speaking	 to	 their	hearts.	 I	 like	 to	have	 the	congregation	sing	a	closing
hymn	in	response	to	the	Word.	Although	it	need	not	be	an	“invitation	hymn”	as
such,	 it	 can	 be	 used	 in	 that	 way	 if	 the	 Lord	 directs.	 Remember,	 we	 are
worshiping	God;	and	if	our	worship	has	been	real	and	vital,	the	Spirit	will	have



opportunity	to	speak	to	lost	people.	I	have	known	lost	people	to	trust	Christ	right
in	 the	 middle	 of	 a	 service	 and	 never	 let	 us	 know	 until	 days	 later.	 Their
experience	was	just	as	valid	as	if	they	had	walked	down	the	aisle.
We	 must	 not	 make	 the	 invitation	 a	 test	 of	 orthodoxy	 or	 evangelistic	 zeal.

There	is	more	than	one	way	to	draw	in	the	net.	Not	every	baby	is	born	in	public.
	

13.	Why	must	we	keep	 learning	new	songs?	I’m	perfectly	satisfied	with	 the
familiar	ones	I	grew	up	on.
We	might	just	as	well	ask,	“Why	must	we	keep	buying	new	clothes?”	Because

we	are	growing	and	the	old	ones	do	not	fit	any	more!	If	a	church	is	growing	in
grace	and	knowledge,	it	must	express	that	faith	in	new	ways.	This	does	not	mean
that	we	abandon	the	old	songs,	because	they	represent	a	rich	heritage	from	which
we	 can	 draw	 spiritual	 treasure.	But	 a	 growing	 people	 cannot	 sing	 only	 “Jesus
Loves	Me”	every	Sunday	and	have	a	full	worship	experience.
The	 important	 thing	 is	 to	 have	 standards	 for	 our	music	 so	 that	whether	 the

song	 is	old	or	new,	we	can	determine	 its	value.	Some	songs	can	be	used	at	an
informal	Bible	study	that	would	not	fit	into	a	stated	worship	service.	By	having
an	occasional	“singspiration”	meeting,	you	can	usually	satisfy	the	members	who
have	their	favorites	and	want	to	sing	them.
Be	 careful	 how	 you	 introduce	 new	 songs,	 even	 though	 the	 song	may	 have

been	in	the	hymnals	for	a	century.	Be	sure	to	explain	why	the	song	is	meaningful
to	you	or	to	the	church,	and	always	tie	it	to	Scripture.	Perhaps	the	background	of
the	song	would	help	to	create	interest	among	your	people.
A	 vibrant	 congregation	 needs	 the	 continuity	 of	 the	 familiar	 as	 well	 as	 the

challenge	of	the	new.	It	takes	both	the	minute	hand	and	the	hour	hand	to	tell	time
on	your	watch,	and	yet	one	moves	faster	than	the	other.
	

14.	From	reading	Christian	magazines,	I	note	that	there	is	a	growing	trend
toward	“liturgical	tradition”	and	that	some	evangelical	leaders	are	abandoning
the	“free	church”	worship	and	promoting	ritual.	How	do	you	feel	about	this?
I	 think	 that	we	 are	 going	 to	 see	more	 and	more	 people	 in	 our	 fundamental

churches	do	the	same	thing.	They	will	no	doubt	give	different	reasons,	and	some
of	them	may	not	even	know	why	they	are	doing	it.	My	own	feeling	is	that	many
people	 have	 become	 weary	 of	 the	 shallow	 worship	 experience	 that	 some
churches	 provide.	 These	 people	 are	 growing	 in	 the	 Lord	 and	want	 something
with	more	 substance	 to	 it.	Unfortunately,	 some	of	 them	put	 esthetics	 ahead	 of
doctrine	 and	 end	 up	 in	 churches	 whose	 doctrines	 may	 not	 agree	 with	 theirs.
Having	 known	 nothing	 but	 plain	 “free	 church”	worship	 all	 their	 life,	 they	 are
impressed	 with	 the	 colorful	 ritual	 even	 though	 they	 may	 not	 understand	 the



theology	or	tradition	behind	it.
Please	 understand	 that	 I	 am	 not	 condemning	 any	 particular	 Christian

communion	 or	 approach	 to	 worship.	 All	 I	 am	 saying	 is	 that	 when	 good	 and
godly	people	no	 longer	feel	at	home,	 it	may	be	an	 indication	 that	something	 is
missing	 at	 home.	 The	 evangelical	 churches	 need	 to	 take	 a	 new	 interest	 in
worship	 and	make	 sure	 that	 the	worship	 experiences	 they	provide	 are	biblical,
enriching,	and	satisfying	to	the	whole	person.
Each	of	us	has	different	needs	at	different	stages	in	our	life.	As	we	grow	in	our

knowledge	 of	 Christ	 and	 His	 Word,	 we	 must	 have	 opportunity	 to	 express
ourselves	in	more	mature	ways.	We	must	be	sure	that,	if	we	do	change	churches,
our	move	is	a	mark	of	maturity,	not	childishness,	and	that	we	are	fully	convinced
in	 our	 own	 mind	 and	 not	 merely	 influenced	 by	 some	 temporary	 problem	 or
desire.	Worship	 is	a	serious	 thing,	and	we	dare	not	“choose	churches”	 the	way
people	select	stores	or	restaurants.
	

15.	In	his	book	Preaching	and	Preachers,	Dr.	Martyn	Lloyd-Jones	warns	that
preaching	declines	whenever	there	is	“an	increase	in	the	formal	element	 in	 the
service.”	Please	comment.

The	late	Dr.	Lloyd-Jones	was	my	friend	and	I	would	not	want	to	debate	him
since	 he	 cannot	 defend	 himself	 or	 explain	 further	what	 he	meant.	 Perhaps	 the
weight	of	his	criticism	should	be	on	the	word	formal.	When	liturgy	becomes	an
end	 in	 itself,	 then	 it	 certainly	would	minimize	 preaching,	 and	 I	would	 oppose
such	a	trend.	It	is	difficult	to	know,	however,	whether	“ritualism”	is	the	cause	or
the	result	of	poor	preaching.	Perhaps	both	are	involved.
There	 are	 not	 many	 men	 who	 can	 preach	 like	 Dr.	 Lloyd-Jones	 and	 hold	 a

congregation	 week	 after	 week	 with	 detailed	 expositions	 of	 the	 Scriptures.	 I
always	had	the	impression	that	“The	Doctor”	thought	anybody	could	do	what	he
did!
I	 consider	 preaching	 an	 act	 of	 worship,	 so	 there	 really	 is	 no	 competition

between	“ceremony”	(the	liturgy)	and	preaching.	Both	are	a	part	of	worship,	and
both	 have	 their	 place	 of	ministry.	 I	 can	 see	where	 a	 strong	 ritualist	 would	 be
prone	to	minimize	preaching,	and	this	would	be	a	grave	mistake.	It	is	a	matter	of
balance.	Often	when	a	church	has	a	“great	preacher”	in	the	pulpit,	the	“worship”
part	of	the	service	is	looked	upon	as	“preliminaries	to	prepare	the	heart	for	the
Word,”	 and	 this	 is	 a	 concept	 I	 disagree	with.	 The	 next	 step	 is	 to	worship	 the
preacher,	and	that	is	idolatry.
	

16.	If	I	understand	your	concept	of	preaching,	you	are	against	outlines.	Most
of	the	preachers	I	have	heard	could	use	more	organization	in	their	messages,	not



less!
A	 sermon	must	 have	 some	 kind	 of	 logical	 development	 or	 it	 can	 never	 be

communicated	 to	 others.	 What	 bothers	 me	 is	 that	 too	 often	 the	 preacher	 so
emphasizes	 the	 outline	 (especially	 if	 it	 is	 alliterated)	 that	 the	 people	miss	 the
message.	 Furthermore,	 too	 often	 we	 preachers	 force	 the	 Scriptures	 into	 some
artificial	analysis	in	order	to	have	“a	good	outline.”	We	are	so	outline-conscious
that	we	forget	why	we	are	preaching.	The	content	of	 the	message	is	 important,
but	so	is	the	intent.
Suppose	my	wife	and	I	invited	you	over	for	dinner,	and	throughout	the	meal

kept	telling	you	what	the	menu	was,	the	order	in	which	the	dishes	were	served,
the	vitamin	and	mineral	content	of	each	dish,	and	so	on.	My	guess	 is	 that	you
would	get	tired	of	that	kind	of	conversation	and	say,	“All	of	that	is	fine,	but	just
let	me	enjoy	the	meal.”
To	 continue	 the	 analogy:	 the	 fact	 that	my	wife	 sets	 the	 table	 in	 a	 beautiful

manner,	has	everything	arranged	 in	order,	and	serves	 the	 food	graciously,	does
make	 for	 a	more	 enjoyable	meal.	So	with	homiletics.	Have	good	 food,	 set	 the
table	in	an	orderly	and	attractive	manner,	but	please	do	not	keep	talking	about	it!
Not	every	preacher	is	an	“outliner.”	Every	preacher	ought	to	be	organized	in

his	thinking	and	preparing,	and	orderly	in	his	presentation,	but	he	must	not	make
an	idol	of	his	outlines.	(Remember	G.	Campbell	Morgan’s	little	fire.)
	

17.	I	am	confused	about	symbols.	I	always	thought	symbolism	ended	at	 the
crucifixion.	Why	use	symbols	in	worship	today?
A	symbol	 represents	 something	 else	 and	helps	us	 to	understand	 it	more	 and

more.	Symbols	are	universal.	In	the	Bible,	a	yoke	is	a	symbol;	it	conveys	many
lessons	to	us	as	we	think	about	it.	A	dove	is	a	symbol.	“The	seed	is	the	Word	of
God.”	The	more	you	think	about	it,	the	more	it	says	to	you.
A	sign	simply	points	to	something	else	and	conveys	information.	For	example,

a	skull	and	crossbones	on	a	bottle	is	a	sign	of	danger;	a	flashing	red	light	means
“Stop!”	Nobody	meditates	 on	 the	 skull	 or	 the	 flashing	 light.	 But	while	 a	 sign
merely	conveys	information,	a	symbol	conveys	insight	and	inspiration.
The	Bible	uses	symbolism	from	beginning	to	end.	Jesus	is	the	Lamb	of	God.

Satan	is	a	roaring	lion.	The	church	is	a	flock	of	sheep.	The	Bible	is	a	two-edged
sword.	It	is	impossible	to	understand	the	Bible	apart	from	these	symbols.	There
is	 symbolism	 in	 baptism	 and	 in	 the	 Lord’s	 Supper.	 There	 is	 symbolism	 in	 a
wedding	ceremony	(the	lifting	of	the	veil,	the	exchange	of	rings,	the	lighting	of	a
“unity	candle,”	and	so	forth),	and	in	a	funeral	service	(dropping	flowers	or	dirt
on	the	casket,	“planting”	the	body	in	the	ground	like	a	seed,	and	so	forth).
Symbols	 have	 the	 advantage	 of	 not	 only	 instructing	 our	 minds,	 but	 also



stirring	 our	 hearts—and	 we	 need	 emotion	 in	 our	 worship.	 Furthermore,	 each
individual	 perceives	 the	 symbol	 differently,	 depending	 on	 his	 or	 her	 spiritual
maturity	 and	 personal	 experience.	 Symbols	 reach	 different	 people	 at	 different
levels,	something	a	mere	lecture	cannot	always	do.
The	most	nonritualistic	church	still	has	its	symbolism,	both	in	what	is	absent

and	what	is	present.	The	design	of	the	building,	the	arrangement	of	the	furniture
in	the	room,	the	kind	of	people	who	participate	in	the	service,	even	the	order	of
the	 service,	 all	 have	 symbolic	 meaning.	 In	 other	 words,	 we	 cannot	 avoid
symbolism.
Churches	that	would	never	permit	candles	on	the	Communion	table	will	often

have	beautiful	flowers	there,	and	the	flowers	preach	a	symbolic	message	just	as
much	 as	 the	 candles.	Pastors	who	will	 not	 permit	 candles	 on	Sunday	morning
will	 permit	 dozens	 of	 them	 at	 weddings.	 Church	 members	 who	 have	 lovely
Christian	mottos	on	their	walls	at	home	will	not	permit	colorful	banners	on	the
walls	 of	 the	 church	 sanctuary.	 Even	 colors	 can	 be	 used	 symbolically;	 in	 fact,
most	 churches	 that	 follow	 the	 Christian	 Year	 change	 the	 “altar	 colors”	 from
season	to	season.
A	 large,	 open	 Bible	 on	 the	 Communion	 table	 is	 a	 symbol	 that	 tells	 the

worshipers	that	God’s	Word	is	central	in	the	church.	A	world	map	in	the	narthex
announces	that	the	church	family	has	a	concern	for	a	lost	world.
Now,	 symbolism	 can	 be	 overdone,	 and	 if	 we	 are	 not	 careful,	 it	 can	 be

misunderstood.	New	Christians	must	be	taught	the	meanings	of	these	symbols	so
that	 they	 can	 participate	 in	 worship	 with	 understanding.	 Moreover,	 our
symbolism	must	be	solidly	based	on	Scripture	so	that	it	has	orthodox	theological
content.	There	is	a	difference	between	sanctified	imagination	and	mere	fantasy!
A	 friend	 of	 mine	 once	 spent	 an	 entire	 lunch	 hour	 trying	 to	 convince	me	 that
using	 hamburgers	 and	 Coca-Cola	 for	 the	 Lord’s	 Supper	 would	 be	 more
meaningful	to	people	today	than	using	bread	and	wine!
I	 suppose	personal	 taste	enters	 in	as	well.	Some	people	are	“Puritanical”	by

nature	 and	 resist	 anything	 that	 even	 hints	 of	 symbolism	 or	 ritual.	We	 respect
their	feelings	so	long	as	they	understand	that	these	are	feelings,	not	convictions,
and	 that	 they	 are	 not	 called	 of	 God	 to	 try	 to	 convert	 the	 rest	 of	 us.	 God	 has
chosen	to	use	symbolism	to	convey	spiritual	truth,	and	it	can	be	used	in	that	way
today.	To	worship	God	“in	spirit”	does	not	mean	we	jettison	everything	sensory.
As	Martin	Luther	said,	God	gave	us	five	senses	and	we	ought	to	use	all	of	them
in	worshiping	Him.
	

18.	 Is	 it	 right	 to	 get	 our	 worship	 pattern	 from	 the	 Old	 Testament?	 As
Christians,	should	we	not	focus	primarily	on	what	the	New	Testament	teaches?



God	changes	His	 dispensations	but	 not	His	 principles.	Old	Testament	 saints
were	saved	by	faith	(read	Heb.	11)	and	they	lived	and	worshiped	by	faith.	While
the	 externals	may	 be	 different,	 the	 spiritual	 essentials	 are	 the	 same.	 The	 only
Bible	the	early	church	had	was	the	Old	Testament,	and	the	Spirit	was	able	to	use
it	to	guide	the	church	in	their	worship.
The	 first	 Christians	 were	 Jews,	 and	 they	 continued	 some	 of	 the	 practices

found	 in	 the	 temple	 and	 synagogue.	When	 the	Gentiles	 came	 into	 the	 church,
they	no	doubt	enriched	the	worship	with	whatever	expressions	of	worship	were
indigenous	to	them	and	approved	by	the	Lord.
In	one	of	the	churches	I	pastored,	one	Sunday	morning	we	opened	the	service

with	a	fanfare	of	praise	by	a	brass	quartet.	After	the	service,	one	of	the	long-time
members	accosted	me	with,	“What	kind	of	opening	was	that?	Just	a	lot	of	noise!
Who	ever	heard	of	a	New	Testament	church	starting	a	service	like	that!”	I	gently
reminded	 her	 that	 Psalm	 150:5	 told	 us	 to	 praise	 God	 with	 loud	 and	 high-
sounding	cymbals—but	we	had	not	done	that	yet!
Please	do	not	get	the	idea	that	Old	Testament	worship	was	loud,	dramatic,	and

exuberant,	 while	 New	 Testament	 worship	 was	 quiet,	 laid-back,	 and	 timid.	 I
doubt	 that	 the	 Jewish	 believers	 suddenly	 changed	 their	 whole	 approach	 to
worship	 when	 they	 trusted	 Christ.	 They	 continued	 to	 use	 the	 psalms	 (1	 Cor.
14:26),	and	the	worship	expressions	in	the	psalms	are	anything	but	timid!
The	Old	 Testament	 legal	 ceremonies	were	 fulfilled	 in	 Christ,	 so	we	 do	 not

repeat	 them	 today.	 But	 I	 see	 no	 reason	 why	 we	 must	 make	 an	 artificial
distinction	 between	 “Old	 Testament	 worship”	 and	 “New	 Testament	 worship”
when	we	 see	no	 such	distinction	 in	Scripture.	That	God	 revealed	Himself	 and
His	 requirements	 for	 blessing	 over	 a	 period	 of	 years	 is	 clear.	 His	methods	 of
working	changed	from	age	to	age,	but	the	principles	of	the	spiritual	life	do	not
change.	I	take	it	that	this	includes	worship.
	

19.	 I	 must	 confess	 that	 I	 am	 a	 bit	 worried	 about	 that	 word	mystic.	 Are
Christians	supposed	to	be	mystics?
No	 need	 to	 be	 worried!	 A	 mystic	 is	 a	 person	 who	 believes	 that	 we	 can

experience	God	personally,	that	the	material	world	is	not	the	real	world,	and	that
the	spiritual	world	is	what	counts.	A	mystic	sees	God	in	everything	and	seeks	to
know	God	better	and	become	more	like	Him.
Now,	 there	are	different	kinds	of	mystics.	Christian	mystics	base	 their	belief

and	 experience	 on	 the	 Word	 of	 God.	 They	 will	 not	 bypass	 Jesus	 Christ	 and
Scripture.	There	are	schools	of	mysticism	today	that	are	definitely	unbiblical	in
their	approach,	and	you	want	to	avoid	them.
There	is	no	question	that	the	great	saints	of	Bible	days	enjoyed	this	mystical



experience	with	God,	sometimes	paying	a	great	price	to	have	it.	Here	and	there,
down	 through	 the	centuries,	great	mystics	have	emerged	and	called	us	back	 to
the	spiritual	priorities	of	life.	Some	of	them	wrote	books	that	are	still	meaningful
to	us.
You	 may	 not	 realize	 it,	 but	 many	 of	 our	 familiar	 worship	 hymns	 give

expression	 to	 a	 mystical	 experience.	 “Jesus,	 lover	 of	 my	 soul/Let	 me	 to	 Thy
bosom	fly”	is	a	mystical	expression.	“There	is	a	place	of	quiet	rest/Near	to	the
heart	of	God”	is	another.	One	of	the	clearest	expressions	of	Christian	mysticism
in	a	song	is	“I	Am	His	and	He	Is	Mine”	by	George	Wade	Robinson.	Another	is
“Jesus,	I	Am	Resting,	Resting”	by	Jean	S.	Pigott.
Mystics	 are	 not	 satisfied	 with	 only	 doctrinal	 formulas	 or	 traditional	 church

ceremonies.	 They	 do	 not	 reject	 them,	 of	 course,	 but	 seek	 to	 use	 them	 as
pathways	to	God.	They	seek	a	satisfying	experience	with	God,	whether	it	be	love
or	fear,	conviction	or	joy,	quietness	or	a	stirring	for	service.	“My	soul	thirsts	for
God,	 for	 the	 living	God!”	 (Ps.	 42:2)	 is	 the	 evangelical	mystic’s	 expression	 of
desire.
I	 suppose	 the	greatest	exponent	of	Christian	evangelical	mysticism	 in	 recent

years	has	been	Dr.	A.	W.	Tozer,	whose	books	I	have	quoted	often	in	these	pages.
The	Pursuit	of	God	is	perhaps	his	best	exposition	of	what	he	feels	it	means	to	be
an	evangelical	mystic.	He	gives	a	concise	explanation	also	in	the	introduction	to
his	anthology,	The	Christian	Book	of	Mystical	Verse.
Dr.	D.	Martyn	Lloyd-Jones	once	told	me	that	he	and	Tozer,	while	sharing	in	a

Bible	 conference,	 discussed	 their	 thinking	 about	 the	 church	 and	 the	 Christian
life.	They	came	to	the	conclusion	that	they	pretty	much	agreed.	Tozer	had	come
by	way	of	the	mystics	and	Lloyd-Jones	by	way	of	the	Puritans,	and	yet	they	were
of	one	mind	on	the	essentials.
If	you	want	an	introduction	to	Tozer’s	writings,	see	my	anthology	The	Best	of

A.	W.	Tozer	(published	by	Baker	Book	House).
	

20.	You	did	not	say	much	about	family	worship	in	the	home.	Any	suggestions
here?
It	must	be	regular,	systematic,	and	flexible.	Mother	and	father	must	have	their

own	personal	“quiet	time”	before	they	attempt	to	lead	their	children.	One	of	the
purposes	of	a	family	devotional	 time	is	 to	teach	the	children	how	to	have	their
own	quiet	 time	 and	 to	 help	 to	 develop	 in	 them	a	 desire	 for	 a	 daily	 fellowship
with	God.
There	must	be	variety	and	flexibility.	As	 the	children	mature,	 the	older	ones

can	assist	in	the	reading	and	praying.	While	it	must	not	be	a	“fun	time”	(although
there	is	nothing	wrong	with	a	good	laugh),	family	devotions	must	not	be	tedious



and	boring.	Our	practice	was	to	gear	the	reading	to	the	youngest	member	of	the
family,	whose	attention	span	was	much	shorter	than	ours.
We	wore	out	two	copies	of	Ken	Taylor’s	Bible	Stories	with	Pictures	for	Little

Eyes,	and	our	children	have	used	it	with	our	grandchildren!	We	tried	to	provide
age-graded	devotional	material	for	each	child	as	he	or	she	matured	in	years	and
in	 the	 faith.	 This	 was	 not	 always	 easy.	 We	 encouraged	 them	 to	 read
systematically	in	the	Word,	to	meditate	on	it,	and	to	pray.
Each	family	must	determine	when	the	best	time	for	the	family	altar	is.	At	one

stage	in	our	lives,	after	breakfast	was	the	ideal	time.	Later,	with	changing	school
schedules,	 it	was	more	 convenient	 immediately	 after	 supper.	There	were	 some
days	when	the	schedule	fell	apart	and	we	had	no	devotional	time	at	all	with	the
children.	But	we	did	not	feel	guilty;	we	just	picked	it	up	the	next	day	and	kept	on
going.
By	the	way,	when	you	and	the	family	are	driving	down	the	highway,	you	have

a	wonderful	opportunity	for	an	impromptu	family	altar.	(If	you	are	the	driver,	be
sure	 to	 watch	 and	 pray!)	 The	 spontaneous	 devotional	 times	 can	 carry	 more
power	than	carefully	prepared	sessions.
Our	 children	 need	 to	 be	 taught	 what	 worship	 is.	 They	 will	 see	 in	 us,	 the

parents,	what	God	is	really	like.	If	Dad	or	Mom	piously	goes	through	a	family
devotional	time,	but	then	does	not	live	like	a	Christian	the	rest	of	the	day,	more
harm	 than	 good	 will	 come	 from	 the	 family	 altar.	 God	 often	 gives	 us	 parents
opportunities	during	the	day	to	practice	what	we	talked	about	at	the	family	altar,
and	we	must	not	waste	these	opportunities.
Vitality,	 variety,	 spontaneity,	 flexibility:	 these	 are	 the	 characteristics	 of	 a

successful	family	altar.
	

21.	 Nobody	 today	 seems	 satisfied	 with	 the	 church,	 and	 each	 leader	 has	 a
different	 solution	 to	 the	 problem.	How	 far	 back	must	we	 go	 in	 church	 history
before	we	can	find	the	approach	that	will	work	today?
You	are	right:	every	preacher	or	writer	who	critiques	 the	church	wants	us	 to

“go	 back”	 and	 recover	 something	 that	 the	 church	 has	 lost.	 Some	 of	 the
“superaggressive	churches”	and	their	 leaders	want	us	to	go	back	to	the	days	of
Billy	 Sunday	 and	 D.	 L.	 Moody,	 when	 the	 emphasis	 was	 on	 evangelism.	 Dr.
Lloyd-Jones	urged	us	to	go	farther	back	than	that,	 to	the	Puritans.	“The	sooner
we	forget	the	nineteenth	century	and	go	back	to	the	eighteenth,	and	even	farther
to	the	seventeenth	and	sixteenth,	the	better!”	is	what	he	said.
Others	 insist	 that	 we	 return	 to	 Luther	 and	 the	 Reformation.	 Another	 group

wants	us	to	return	to	the	Eastern	Orthodox	Church,	and	another	to	the	church	of
the	fourth	century.	It	always	seems	that	the	past	was	better	than	the	present.



A	 journalist	 accused	 Billy	 Graham	 of	 setting	 the	 church	 back	 two	 hundred
years.	Mr.	Graham	 said	 that	 if	 that	were	 true,	 he	 considered	 himself	 a	 failure,
because	he	really	wanted	to	set	the	church	back	two	thousand	years,	back	to	the
Book	of	Acts!
We	can	 learn—and	we	should	 learn—from	every	 age	of	 church	history;	 but

we	must	not	make	any	one	age	so	ideal	that	we	begin	to	imitate	it.	“Do	not	say,
‘Why	were	 the	 former	 days	 better	 than	 these?’	 For	 you	 do	 not	 inquire	wisely
concerning	this”	(Eccles.	7:10).
It	appears	that	during	each	age	of	church	history,	God	enabled	the	church	to

recover	 some	 lost	 truth.	 Luther	 recovered	 justification	 by	 faith	 and	 the
priesthood	 of	 believers.	Wesley	 recovered	 evangelism	 and	 holy	 living.	 Today,
our	 charismatic	 friends	 have	 encouraged	 us	 to	 get	 acquainted	 with	 the	 Holy
Spirit	of	God.	Each	age	learned	something	and	lost	something;	so	we	should	be
wise	and	profit	from	their	gains	and	beware	of	their	losses.	But	to	make	any	one
age	 the	 final	 example	 of	 what	 God	 can	 do	 would	 be	 dangerous.	 Even	 the
apostolic	 age,	 which	 is	 probably	 our	 best	 example,	 had	 its	 weaknesses	 and
problems.
Instruction	and	inspiration—yes!	Imitation—no.
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