“Come To Worship”

Psalm 100

September 13, 2009

Read Psalm 100

We are starting a series on “Why Do We Do That?” We will be looking at elements of our worship service to see what they tell us about who we are and what we believe.

Now, in some of your minds, I can imagine that you are asking yourself, “We do this stuff because someone on the ministry staff decides that we do it.” Or, “We do this because we have always done it.” 

The reality is that for people inside the church, both of those may be true. However, if you have ever taken a bulletin and shown it to someone who has never been to a church service, what we do is not likely to make a whole lot of sense.

When you come to worship, it is different than going to a show. Worship is interactive; it is relational. Even though it seems like a lot of the time you are sitting there, worship is a time when we present ourselves before God – individually and as a community. We are coming to present ourselves before the God who created everything, the God who is transcendent beyond all time and space, the God who is holy, sovereign, pure, true, steadfast, marvelous, awesome. And, it should be noted, God takes our presentation of ourselves – our worship – seriously.

For years, I have heard people say things like, “You know, I worship God in my own way. I do not need to go to church. It is boring. The people are hypocrites. The music is not me. I believe God likes my worship just fine. Me and God, that’s the thing.” Perhaps; if in fact they are worshiping God. The problem is, that’s not who or how God created and commanded us to be. If we are not going to obey God by worshiping him in the way he has commanded, what confidence can we have that the god we are worshiping in our own way is the true God? If we only worship how and when we want, then we are in fact worshiping ourselves. 
Worshiping God is different. Interestingly, we Christians generally try to minimize the differences of worship time in order to make newcomer’s comfortable. I wonder if that is the best approach. I was listening to sports talk radio this past week. Brian Billick, the former coach of the Baltimore Ravens, was being interviewed. He is now an analyst for Fox Sports. He was being asked about what kind of situation he would require to go back into coaching. Specifically, he was being asked about the Oakland Raiders – and whether that was a situation he would consider. He said he had been in Oakland as part of his job for Fox Sports and that he talked with some of the staff. The Raiders have been struggling for the past several years (much to Charger fans’ delight) and things have not gone particularly well in the pre-season this year. Some of the staff told Billick about changes that could improve things. He asked, “Well, why don’t you go tell Al Davis (the owner) about these things?” The response was, “We don’t pet the tiger.”

There is an element of that with worship: it is dangerous to pet the tiger. It is dangerous to come into the presence of the LORD. Non-believers know this intuitively; we are the ones who have forgotten. You will not leave worship the same way you arrived. Encountering the living God changes us. Wisdom literature in the Bible tells us “the fear of the LORD is the beginning of Wisdom.” That is true. 

We glorify God because we are created with a need to glorify God. In other words, God does not need our praise – God does not need our gathering, our songs, our words, our hearts – God is God whether or not we worship. We need to worship for our own benefit. God is not fooled when we simply go through the motions. If we only go through the motions of worship without being engaged, God sees our hypocrisy and is not pleased that our lives do not match the words we are saying. The Old Testament prophets made clear that God was dis-pleased when the people went through the motions. For example:

I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I will not look upon. Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps. But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever flowing stream. (Amos 5:21-24)

In the New Testament, Jesus cleared the Temple. Matthew 21 says 


Jesus entered the temple and drove out all who were selling and buying in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money changers and the seats of those who sold doves. He said to them, “It is written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer’; but you are making it a den of robbers.” Matthew 21:12-13.

Worship forces us to remember that God is God and we are not. We cannot take God for granted and expect him to be pleased.

At the same time, while coming into God’s presence is dangerous, God is good and God does love us. He has adopted us as his children and cares for us like a parent. Worship is a time when we can express to God and with each other our joys and sorrows, our fears and triumphs. The verse immediately following Jesus’ clearing of the temple says this: “The blind and the lame came to him in the temple, and he cured them. I have mentioned this before, but it bears repeating: we are not the hero of the movie – we are not the center of the story. The comparison between the vendors and the blind and lame is the difference between those who are using the church for their own purposes and those who come because they recognize their need and dependence upon God. 

Consider the news this past week. There were commemorations to remember those lost on September 11, 2001. That day was a watershed moment in the life of this nation. One of the first things that happened after the immediate realization of the scope of the attack was that churches opened doors so that people could come in. There was a collective need to search for meaning. There was an uninhibited need to come before God to discern if there was some larger truth that could help explain the evil that had occurred. There was a need to be comforted. We came together and before God because we recognized our need and dependence upon God. People came together this past week because we need to remember our continued dependence upon God.


The same is true and memorial services. We are going to remember Len Moore on Saturday, September 26. I use this as an illustration, but the same is true about all memorials. Len was an integral part of the story of this community. His life was a testimony to his faith in God’s grace. The memorial service is a worship service. We gather together to remember. It begins with a call to a different kind of time, a different kind of community gathering. Then, whether the stories are funny or poignant, they become part of our collective thank offering before God for the blessing of this man. In this memorial worship service, we remember God’s promises and give thanks for God’s faithfulness to us. 

Later this afternoon, I will be participating in the installation service of Jerry Andrews as the new pastor of First Presbyterian Church, San Diego. It is a worship service, celebrating God’s provision of a pastor to a congregation in need of leadership, celebrating God’s hand in Jerry’s life, and celebrating how God has worked to bring the two together. In this installation service, we gather together to remember God’s continued pursuit of his purposes, revealing his glory.

The theme here is “we gather together.” Worship involves gathering together. “Ecclesia,” the word we translate as church, has as its primary sense the idea of people gathered.
The first element of our worship time together is a call to worship. What is a Call to Worship, why do we do it, what does it matter, and why should I care? Sometimes it is a song, sometimes it is a responsive reading, and sometimes it is simply a leader declaring something about the attributes of God. It marks this time as separate – holy, if you will – distinct from ordinary time. Moses was instructed to take off his shoes in the presence of the burning bush; he was standing on holy ground. The call is a call to remember. It is a call to wake up. It is a call to come together. It is the invitation to participate in something of eternal and lasting value. 

Psalm 100 is a call to worship. It is included in the Book of Psalms – the Hymnal of its day – and was probably sung. It is not the only call to worship in the Psalms, but it may be the best known. It also is a psalm of thanksgiving. It is worth going through this phrase by phrase:

1. Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth. Worship the LORD with gladness; come into his presence with singing.

This is a powerful theological declaration. It invites and exhorts all of creation to recognize the creator. God is not God of just Israel; God is sovereign over all the earth. It says the LORD, (a convention for the name of the LORD), specifically meaning the God who has revealed himself as Yahweh, is worthy of a joyful noise. 

Tony Campollo tells the story of a youth conference where he was speaker. Sunday came around, the conference had nothing planned until the afternoon, so he went with a group of students and student leaders to an Episcopal church. After a quiet organ prelude, the morning’s liturgist got up to the lecturn and began with the words from Psalm 100, “Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth. Worship the LORD with gladness; come into his presence with singing. …Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise. Give thanks to him, bless his name.” One of the kids in the balcony stood up and shouted, “Yeah, God!” which shocked everyone. Imagine if that happened here. I confess I would be taken aback because “that’s not how we have always done it.” (Yes, I suffer from that ailment, too.)

The kid is right, though. We have no problem cheering for our Little League World Series Champions, we have no problem cheering for the Chargers, (we struggle cheering for the Padres), but we tend to sit silently before God. 

Make no mistake: heaven will be noisy; filled with cheering for God. In Isaiah 6, we get a glimpse of the throne room of heaven in which the beings there called to one another, “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.” 

In Revelation, we get several scenes of worship in heaven, examples to imitate and impressions to anticipate. In Revelation 4:8, there are creatures who, “day and night without ceasing they sing, “Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God the Almighty.” In 4:11, there are twenty four elders who cast their crowns before the throne, singing, “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they existed and were created.” In Revelation 5, we get this praise for Jesus, the eternal Word of God, 

They sing a new song: “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed for God saints from every tribe and language and people and nation; you have made them to be a kingdom and priests serving our God, and they will reign on earth.”
And myriads and myriads of thousands sing with full voice, 

 “Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!” Then [I heard] every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, and all that is in them, singing, “To the one seated on the throne and to the Lamb be blessing and honor and glory and might forever and ever!”

You can page through the remainder of Revelation and see the numerous times worship is described – always praising God for his great deeds that the worshipers have witnessed and recognizing God’s sovereignty, power, grace, and goodness. 

It is going to be noisy in heaven. 

Here and now, we give a call to worship to incite, exhort and encourage God’s people to “make a joyful noise to the LORD all the earth. Worship the LORD with gladness; come into his presence with singing.”

2. Then, “Know that the LORD is God. It is he that made us, and we are his; we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture.”

Immediately after identifying who it is we are worshiping, the Psalmist calls us to remember how we are in relationship with God. Yahweh is God. Yahweh made us and we are his. We are not in control, we are not God, we are his creation. 

How quickly we forget that. Again, let me make reference to what happened on September 11, 2001. The services that followed were different – people did not look at their watches, hoping this would be over in order to get to the other things they wanted to get done. We were not in a hurry – we desperately wanted to be cared for, to be comforted, and to be shepherded by the great shepherd. 

When the Psalmist wrote, “we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture,” he was describing an active God. A shepherd is active in watching, herding, and protecting. We are commanded by God to come into his presence to worship. It is by the grace of Christ – by whose blood we are washed clean and made righteous – that we are able to boldly stand in God’s presence. We are inspired by the Holy Spirit with words of praise to offer, proclaiming God’s goodness. 

3. Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise. Give thanks to him, bless his name.

Note the stress here on giving thanks to God personally. This is an exhortation to remember the personal nature of God. God is not an impassionate “thing,” God is not a robot or vague mathematical algorithm waiting to be figured out – God is personal, caring, loving, compassionate, and giving. 

Thankfulness is both individual and communal. We are not isolated from one another; it is essential we gather together to remember God’s goodness to our community. The verbs in this section are plural imperatives – that is, they are commands to the community to come into God’s courts with praise. We are commanded to give thanks to God as a community.

4. For the LORD is good; his steadfast love endures forever, his faithfulness to all generations.

God is eternal. God is before us, with us, and will be after us. God is the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end. His characteristics and attributes are important to remember. His faithfulness extends to all generations – including ours.

“Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have already come; ‘tis grace hath brought me safe thus far and grace will lead me home.” How many generations have sung “Amazing Grace”? How many generations have heard and understood the promises of Scripture? There are hardships and difficulties in life, but Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever.  

Conclusion

So, as you go forward from this place today, I want you to take two things with you: one, how important it is we call one another to worship God commands us to gather together to remember who we are and whose we are. We call one another to worship God because God is worthy of being worshiped. We call one another worship because we need to worship. The second thing I want you to take with you is the understanding that the call to worship signifies a separate time, a holy time, a changing time, in which the children of God are invited to present themselves and stand in the presence of the living sovereign Lord of all creation.

That’s why we do a call to worship.

Amen.

8:30 prayer, invitation to offering

10:00 invitation to offering

Vespers: closing song
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