ANOTHER LOOK AT WORSHIP
P. Hanes
Introduction
Worship - what is it? On this topic there have been lots of books and articles written, lots of sermons preached, and lots of time spent in discussion.
Is worship coming together on Sunday mornings? Is worship singing songs? Is it singing a particular type of song? Is it expressing our emotions to God? Is it bowing down before God?

These are indeed all aspects of worship. Some people would say that the whole of our life is worship. How can we reconcile these different understandings of this important topic?

Many of us tend to focus on just one or two aspects of worship. What is the bigger picture? What does the Bible say about worship? How can my worship be pleasing to God, real in me, and edifying for the fellowship of which I am a part?

If we can gain a clear understanding of what the Bible means by worship, we shall be in a much better position to understand, and perhaps improve, our own worship - both individual and corporate.

One general definition of worship is: “The humble and thankful recognition of the difference between the created being and the creator.” For the Christian, worship also involves gratitude for salvation.

In Romans 12:1 Christians are told “to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.” Here there is an explicit link in the English translation (NIV) between “worship” and “sacrifice”. In the Bible there is intrinsic/essential link between worship and sacrifice. The Hebrew and Greek words which are translated into English as “worship” contain the ideas of “service, bowing down, honouring, revering, praising”. 
Worship and Sacrifice
Our relationship with God and our worship of Him are only possible because of the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. Therefore, when we choose to worship God it is our decision, but it stems from God having taken the initiative for our salvation.
What is your response to the love of God expressed through Jesus on the cross? The Bible says that we should give to God

· our hearts, our minds 
(Mark 12:30, Proverbs 23:26)

· our selves, our bodies 
(Romans 12:1)

· our praise, our words. 
(Hebrews 13:15, Psalm 50:23)

The basic picture and concept of sacrifice is established in the Old Testament. From there we learn that sacrifice 

· was costly

· had to be done in an exactly prescribed way

· accomplished a definite purpose

· sometimes led to the revelation of God’s glory.

For example, suppose you were living in those times and you brought the sacrifice of a sheep. You needed to ensure that you brought the right kind of sacrifice for your purpose - e. g. for sin or for thankfulness. You also needed to offer your sacrifice to God in the correct way - at the right time, in the right place, through the right people and using the right procedure.

The sacrifice of Jesus fulfilled all of these requirements. The consequence for us is that we do not need special times, places or procedures to worship God and, since all Christians are priests, we may all come to God directly. Our sacrifice of worship to God should come out of gratitude for the sacrifice of Jesus for us.

Although there is no prescribed protocol for our worship we should keep in mind that there was a very precise protocol in Old Testament times and that Jesus fulfilled what was necessary for our salvation when He was sacrificed on the cross as the Lamb of God and being, at the same time, the Great High Priest offering the sacrifice of Himself in the true Holy of Holies in heaven. Remembering these things should help us avoid being flippant or casual in our worship.
When Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament sacrifices, this was extremely costly for Him. When we receive salvation and identify with the sacrifice of Jesus, we should also realise and remember the greatness and the seriousness of what He did for us. The recognition that it was our sinfulness which brought great pain to Jesus should affect and influence the way we come to God and, indeed, all that we do.

On the other hand, we sometimes have a tendency to revert to the legalism of the Old Testament and limit our worship of God to a particular place (the church building), to a particular time (Sunday morning), led by particular people (the priest, minister, worship leader), and to a particular protocol ( the liturgy, whether written down or not).

Our worship … and sacrifices

Jesus, the perfect Lamb of God, has been sacrificed for us. There is nothing we can do to earn or deserve our salvation. Such love demands a response from us: first in receiving God’s salvation, and second in giving ourselves to God.

Let us look at three areas of our lives where the Bible calls us to give ourselves to God.

The first, and foundational, is giving to God what the Bible calls our “heart”. In our terminology this means our mind, our values, our emotional commitment, our feelings, our highest priorities. Proverb 23:26 says, “My son, give me your heart.” Jesus said that the greatest commandment is to love God with all of our heart and mind and soul (Mark 12:30). It is clear, then, that the final condition for our worship to be acceptable to God is our inward commitment to God in love.

The next area, which is necessarily connected to this inward commitment, is our outward life - our works, our deeds, our actions, our whole lifestyle. As Romans 12:1 says, we are to give our bodies - our whole selves - to God in physical service. As James 2:17 says, we are saved through a faith which expresses itself in works, or good deeds. This means that we are to live - everywhere and all of the time - in a way which is consistent with what we believe.

The third area follows from our inward commitment to God and our outward living for God. It is the verbal expression of our relationship with God. The includes our prayers to God and our songs to, or about, God. It also includes our daily conversations with people, both believers and unbelievers.

The way in which we express ourselves in words is given special attention in the Bible. For example, Psalm 50:23 says, “whoso offers praise, glorifies Me”, and Hebrews 13:15 says that we are to “bring the sacrifice of praise”. Jesus stressed the importance of what we say when He said that we would be judged by our words (Matthew 12:37) and that our words reveal what we are really like as people (Matthew 12:34).
Without the heart commitment and the practical physical outworking of this, our words to God and about God are empty and even hypocritical. On the other hand, if we are committed to God in our hearts and in our lives - important as this will always be - the verbal expression of this commitment is the realisation of the chief end of man, namely “to worship God and enjoy Him for ever”. (Westminster Shorter Catechism). Somehow, when we bring our best to God He accepts what is necessarily imperfect and, through the sacrifice of Jesus, He makes it perfect. Psalm 20:3 says, “May He remember your burnt offerings and make your sacrifices/offerings acceptable.” This shows that the sacrifices and offerings were not acceptable in themselves but that God in His grace and mercy made them acceptable. In the same way, God takes our imperfect offerings of praise and worship and makes them acceptable to Himself through Jesus!
There are two opposite dangers here. The first is very common nowadays, namely we do not care about improving our worship because we believe that God is content with imperfect sacrifices from man. This happens when we become over-familiar with God and we do not have for Him the respect and reverential fear which are His due. We see this lack of respect for God in the book of Malachi, and God said that their sacrifices were simply not acceptable (Malachi 1:6-10). Similarly when our hearts and lives do not express God’s worthiness, what we say or sing is no longer “worth-giving-ship” and our so-called worship is not appropriate or acceptable to God.
The other danger is to believe that the sacrifices which we bring to God must be made perfect by us. This either results in us bringing nothing, because we are aware of our imperfections, or it results in us believing that by our own efforts we can bring something which is perfect, and this results in Pharisaical pride.
God’s response to worship
We started by saying that worship is the response of the created being to the creator. If we worship God with our heart, actions and words, in Jesus by the Holy Spirit then we are granted access to the Father according to Ephesians 2:18. Indeed,  Hebrews 10:22 urges us to “draw near to God” as a fantastic privilege brought about by Jesus.

In the Old Testament there are places where we see spectacular results when sacrifices were offered and others when nothing obvious happened. Similarly, for us when we worship God we may receive joy, guidance, peace, miracles, etc.  and at other times nothing obvious may happen but we are assured that we have been in the presence of God. As ever, we are to go by the revelation of the Bible and not by our emotions or experiences.
Worshipping Together

The principles which we have looked at so far apply whether we are worshipping God on our own or with other believers. However, can there be anything more or different when we worship together with others? When we come together to worship God, how do we express the fact that we are the Body of Christ in that place? What does it mean to worship together as the Body of Christ with words and actions which flow from the Head of the Body as opposed to a collection of individuals worshipping God who happen to be in the same place? When we come together can we experience that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts?

Our society puts a lot of emphasis on our individuality. The Bible, on the other hand, sees the highest expression of the believer as part of the Body of Christ. In the same way, the highest expression of our worship of God is when we are together with other believers, our worship being directed by the Spirit of God. We then praise God and minister to each other using the gifts which God has given us, functioning in unity as we are directed and enabled by the Spirit. This fellowship in the unity of the Spirit is expressed in the Greek word “koinonia”. In Acts 4:32 we read about the mutual experience of this koinonia, “All the believers were one in heart and mind.” It is also described in Philippians 2:1-4. To describe this attitude to our worship when we come together we shall use the expression “koinonic worship”?
To apply and develop these ideas we would like to look at 1 Corinthians 11:17-14:40. Very often we take these chapters as separate components. We look at 1 Corinthians 11:17-33 for communion, we look at chapters 12 and 14 for the gifts of the Spirit, and we look at chapter 13 for “agape” love. However, there is much to be gained by looking at this section as a whole.

The reasons for taking this section as a coherent whole referring top the church coming together are as follows. 1 Corinthians 11:17 says, “ when you come together…” or “when you meet together …”, 1 Corinthians 14:23 says, “if the whole church comes together…” and 1 Corinthians 14:26 says, “when you come together …”. These verses suggest that this section is a unit looking at corporate worship. What does it teach us about how our corporate worship may become by what we have described above and have tentatively called “koinonic worship”?

The Lord’s Supper
Although we cannot say definitively from the order in which the Apostle Paul treats these topics here in 1 Corinthians that the first part of worshipping together should be the Lord’s Supper, it is a plausible deduction, especially as it should make remember God’s grace. Taking the Lord’s Supper is the act which causes us to focus on the sacrifice of Jesus on the Cross for us. It reminds us of God’s grace and we first receive from God before we can give back to Him. This does not mean that we go instantly into taking the Lord’s upper - in Corinth they had to wait for each other and then eat together. Even if we don’t actually take the Lord’s Supper when we meet together to worship God, we should always in faith identify ourselves with the Lord Jesus and His sacrifice on the cross as we do at the Lord’s Supper. It does suggest that if we are going to take the Lord’s Supper, then the best point from this perspective is near the beginning - following proper preparation of our hearts.
Body Ministry

As we identify with the Christ and receive God’s grace in the Lord’s Supper it is reasonable to expect that in gratitude we should also express our identity as part of His Body, the Church, in our willingness to function as one of the parts of that Body as it is described in 1 Corinthians 12. There we read about the “gifts of the Spirit”, the “charismata”. Those listed there are given as examples of ministries and we should not limit our thinking to these, as is clear from the variety in the lists given in the Bible.

These gifts can be the means whereby the Holy Spirit prepares and guides the whole Body into the presence of  God to speak to Him. For example, if I as part of the Body of Christ am hindered in expressing my worship of God by problems, doubts, illness, anxieties, etc., then the Spirit of God may use the gifts of one or more members of the Body to remove that obstacle in love (1 Corinthians 13) and enable me to come to God. The teaching, preaching and encouragement would usually be a part of this. This means that the gifts and abilities which God has given to the group should be available in a practical way to help people to be free to worship God.
Thus, the Holy Spirit does not ignore those aspects of my life which are “outside” the church meeting. There is no unnatural division between the secular and the spiritual. As I focus on coming into the Holy of Holies and speaking with God, He is still concerned about my problems at work, illness in the family, etc. especially if they hold me back from worship.

Edifying worship

In 1 Corinthians 14 there are some indirect references to the verbal expression of our worship to God in prayer and song (verses 2, 15, 26).

In 1 Corinthians 14:26 Paul says,  “When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church.” So, in koinonic worship the key principle is that although our worship of God is the highest activity in which we can be involved it should, nevertheless, be subordinated to the edification, strengthening, building up of the Body of Christ. In practice this means that those who are ready to enter the Holy of Holies and express that worship freely should always ask whether the rest of the Body is ready and able to join with them. What one person does may be strange or off-putting to another and may hinder or prevent their worship. For example, in 1 Corinthians 14:19 Paul says that he would rather speak five words which people can understand rather than ten thousand words which they cannot understand.
Not without love!

This consideration of others is not natural for us. It takes the kind of love (agape) which is described in 1 Corinthians 13. This is the kind of love which we are to have for the other members of the Body of Christ with whom we are meeting.

1 Corinthians 13 is central to this section of the Bible, both in its position and in its application. The love described here is involved, for example, in waiting for each other to be ready to take the Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11:33).

In 1 Corinthians 12:7 we see that love is required to subordinate my gift to the common good and in 1 Corinthians 14:19 love is required when out of consideration for others I refrain from speaking in tongues.

If you think about the functioning of the various ministries in this context of koinonic worship you can often see the need for the progression given in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7.

For example, if someone is slow to understand then you must be patient with them. If you are being used by God you are not to be proud, and if someone else is being used you are not to be envious. If there is a recurring problem, you are not to keep a record of wrongs.
The Results

Of course, it is up to God what he will do when we come together to worship Him.
In 1 Corinthians 14:3 we see that we may receive strength, encouragement and comfort from God through each other. Here it is primarily our strength together which is being increased, because it is the church which is being strengthened.
In 1 Corinthians 14:25 we see that God’s presence may be experienced in such a way when we come together that even an unbeliever will say, “God is really among you.”

In Acts 13:2 we see God giving clear guidance to the church when they came together to worship Him.
Summary

We have seen that our worship is more than “only” speaking and singing to God. It involves giving Him our whole being through Jesus.

Worshipping together is more than the sum of our individual acts of worship, it involves real fellowship (koinonia), sharing God’s grace through the cross, showing God’s grace through the ministries of the Holy Spirit, and giving God praise for what we have received in the unity of the Spirit for the edification of the church.
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