“Why We Worship”





      Feb. 13, 2005

Part 1 in a series on Worship



       Pastor Mark Nieting

What did your mother teach you to do when someone has given you something? First, you say “thank you!” For a more significant gift, or a gift for a particular event, you write a thank you note….or these days, send an email. Not to do these things is still, even in our less than mannerly culture, just plain rude, isn’t it? It goes without saying that when gifts are given, thanks are offered.

That, my friends, is a huge part of why we worship. God has given us wonderful gifts: the gift of life itself, of each new day, of the material resources we enjoy, and especially, the gift of our Savior, Jesus Christ. Worship is the way we say “thank you” to God for all He has given to and done for us.

We worship because it is part of our very nature. It’s in our DNA, quite literally, if I read Time Magazine correctly a few months ago. God is greater than we are, and we know it….and respond in worship. Scientists and anthropologists have studied this, and realize that the worship of God is hard-wired into humanity. In fact, the very reason God created us is that He desires worshipers….John 3:23. 

Worship, for most of us, is as natural as eating and sleeping.

Worship in the Old Testament is a given. It began casually, with Adam and Eve walking in daily conversation with God. Once sin came into the world, this type of relationship was broken, and worship took on a different face. Cain killed Abel over the offerings they were giving to God in worship. We don’t know how they went about doing this, but the fact remains that they did offer sacrifices to God. And when Seth was born to Adam and Eve, Genesis 4: 26 records that “At that time men began to call on the name of the Lord.” 

Worship continued after the flood, when the first thing Noah did when he got off the ark was to build an altar and offer clean animals as a burnt sacrifice to God for His protection…..and God was pleased and blessed him with a covenantal promise. When worship ceased as people joined to build the tower of Babel, God’s displeasure was obvious. (Genesis 11)  

Following their captivity in Egypt, God’s people fled under the direction of Moses. At that time, God’s presence became more concrete with the Commandments, the pillar of fire and the cloud. God gave directions, Genesis 26-30) for the Israelites to build a place to hold His glory and to offer Him worship. God also established the Levitical priesthood to carry out the functions of worship and sacrifice. Very careful instructions were set down. Only the finest materials were used. Nothing was sloppy or off the cuff. Only the best dared be offered to God. The great feasts and festivals were set down for observance, highlighted by the Day of Atonement and the Passover. And finally, under Solomon, the great temple was built and worship continued. Even today we still have the Old Testament hymnal, the Psalms, although we don’t know how the music worked!

Christian worship in the New Testament grew naturally out of the Old Testament. The New Testament message of the birth of John the Baptist was made in the temple and he was born to a priest. When Jesus was born, the angelic choir came to worship, singing words that we still sing today, “Glory to God in the highest, and peace to His people on earth!” The shepherds had only one response to God’s gift of a Savior, worship. So did the Magi. At 12 Jesus went to the temple, and we remember that Jesus gathered with His disciples to worship through the Passover liturgy, and then He changed it, forever. 

I believe it is important to remember that the early Christians, from the Ascension of Christ up through the 3rd century, focused their worship primarily upon the period of 50 days between Easter and Pentecost. The miracle of the resurrection, the reality of the living Lord, and the manifestation of the Holy Spirit gave them much cause for worship. The celebrations of Easter, the Ascension and Pentecost dominated worship life far more than the celebration of Christ’s birth, which didn’t come about for several hundred years. 

Surrounded as they were by a sea of pagan religions and often by intense persecution, their worship of the Risen Christ gave them the hope and strength not only to survive, but to spread the Gospel to others. Two strains of Christianity developed, one primarily of Jewish Christians and the other, growing more in Asia Minor and west, of Gentile converts to Christianity.  Many Jewish Christians continued to meet in the temple and in synagogues, at least for a while. (The temple was destroyed in 70AD).  Both developed forms of worship both for public gatherings and for the “home groups” that sprung up, as described in the New Testament. Slowly they began to differentiate themselves from Judaism, both as a response to persecution by the Jews….remember Saul, and as a desire to differentiate their message of Christ from that of the Jews who were still looking for a Messiah to come. 

In Acts 2:42 we read that the apostolic church, the church at the time the apostles and disciples were still alive, met regularly “for doctrine, fellowship, breaking of bread and prayer.” This was worship. In the apostolic era,  the Lord’s Day and the Lord’s Supper were observed almost from before the Gospels themselves were written. Separated as we are from them by 2000 years of church history, it’s important that we remember that early Christian worship developed slowly. While the theology of the Lord’s Supper was understood, the “Agape Meal” was observed first…coming, as it did from the Jewish tradition of the people gathering almost socially and in covered-dish style as they ate together and enjoyed fellowship and prayer. This is most likely the “model of the meal” that Paul spoke of in 1 Corinthians, as he wrote them concerning their lack of love for each other….something that we still can learn from today.

In the second century there are many references to public worship. A letter by the Roman governor Pliny to the Emperor Trajan in 110 AD stated that it was the custom of Christians in his province to meet before dawn on a fixed day of each week (most likely Sunday),  and to sing antiphons and a hymn or psalm to Christ, as they would to a God! One of the earliest Christian bishops, Clement, wrote a letter to the Corinthians in 97 AD describing some of the standard worship customs, mostly Psalms and long, solemn and exalted prayers. 

According to the Didache, a manual of Christian instruction that dates almost to the beginning of the 2nd century, “Jewish-Christian worship” included fast days of Wednesday and Friday and a combination of the Agape meal and the Lord’s Supper in which the cup was blessed before the bread. Around this time, parts of what we now know as the New Testament began to be shared publicly during worship. We could summarize Christian worship around AD 200 by saying that Christians would gather regularly under the direction of a recognized lay leader to offer prayers, praises and thanksgiving to God, to share the Lord’s Supper, and to gather resources that would be given to the poor. Sections of the Old Testament, the Epistles and then the Gospels were read aloud. Psalms would be chanted. There could be a certain spontaneity to worship, as “prophets” and others filled with the Holy Spirit would stand and speak, a practice which was replaced eventually by the sermon from the leader as worship became more formal. Gradually the “Agape Meal” took a back seat to Communion itself and by the 3rd century it was relegated to funeral gatherings and by the 4th century it was gone….(tongue in cheek) and brought back by Lutherans when they discovered covered dish suppers(!)

Other special days were celebrated as well. The early Christian church drew strength from those who were martyred for their faith. James, the early leader of the church, was one of these. After the death of Polycarp in AD 155, the practice of “venerating martyrs” accelerated, and by the 4th century, the birthdays of many of the early church martyrs were remembered….something we continue to remember to this day.

At least one wag has quipped that you can tell a Lutheran at a “Star Wars” convention. When someone says, “May the force be with you,” the Lutheran responds, “And also with you.” Funny, maybe, but these little, almost casual and spontaneous statements became formalized into parts of worship during the 3rd and 4th centuries….things like the responses to the Gospel (“Praise to You, O Christ), the Kyrie and the Sursum Corde (Lift up your hearts, We lift them up to the Lord). The Lord’s Prayer came into more frequent use as well. 

By the year 325 there were several million Christians and it became possible for great groups of Christians to gather. The Great Council of Nicea, responsible for the Nicene Creed, was the first really “high church” gathering. This was probably, other than the era of the Reformation, the time of the greatest change in the church in the shortest time. Once Constantine “legalized” Christianity, great churches and basilicas were built and decorated. Processions and pageants were held regularly as part of worship. Even today we Christians still draw strength from the cross as it passes us in worship….and it did the same then, as well as impress the pagan world. Incense returned to use on a frequent basis, as did flowers in church, communion vessels made of gold and silver, and elaborate vestments and altar decorations came into use. 

As fascinating and impressive as all these sorts of things are, it’s important to remember that they are largely external in nature. They are designed purely to point us to Christ and what God has done for us through Him. Worship, when all is said and done, isn’t about us, it’s about GOD. That IS the heart and soul of worship. There is a more contemporary song we sing occasionally titled, “The Heart of Worship,” by Matt Redman. Permit me a quick quote: “When the music fades, and all is stripped away, and I simply come, longing just to bring something that will bless Your heart. I’ll bring you more than a song, for a song in itself is not what you desire. You search much deeper within, through the way things appear, You’re looking into my heart.” (Matt Redman c1997 Kingsway’s Music) 
There’s a story to this song. The people in Matt’s church had gotten so involved in what THEY wanted in worship and what would make THEM feel good that the pastor simply stopped it all. For a while, when they gathered, it was worship at the basic level, God and His people gathered in prayer, seeking that He would direct them in worship that would be pleasing to Him. 

Many of us have read and even studied Rick Warren’s book The Purpose Driven Life. Pastor Warren focuses chapter 8 on worship. I’m not going to pick apart some of his statements, but he makes a point worth remembering. God created us to worship Him. Worship pleases God and brings pleasure to God. Every part of every church service is worship, whether it is our offering….a reflection back to God of all He has given us, or baptism, or communion, or music. Whatever we do, Pastor Warren agrees with Martin Luther, who said, “A dairymaid can milk cows to the glory of God!” 

That’s why we are here today…. Because God is God and we are made in His image, to worship Him. We are here to receive from God His Saving Word for our lives, to receive Christ’s Body and Blood in the Eucharist, and to offer God our praise and thanks, our prayers and our petitions. God’s people have done this since creation itself….and will continue to do it……in heaven…..FOREVER! After EVERYTHING else passes away…..even the earth itself…worship will go on!

And to that, the people of God say, AMEN!

Next week we will focus on the church year, the church calendar, and the symbols of the Christian church.

