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Dear friends in Christ,


As we begin this new ministry together, I thought it would be good to look in our lessons for some important themes that we share as Christians and as Lutherans.  In today’s lessons, there is a focus on the Sabbath, which got me thinking about worship and worshiping rightly.  The most visible thing most congregations do, the one thing that binds everyone together, is Sunday worship.  What can we say about worship?  How should we understand it?  Well, I thought of three things.  First, that worship is first and foremost about God, and not us.  Second, that worship is to be a delight, and not an obligation. And third, that all we do can be an act of worship.


The first is fairly obvious, but it never hurts to have a reminder.  Worship is first about God, and not us.  Rick Warren begins his best- selling book, The Purpose Driven Life, with these four words, “It’s not about you.”  He goes on to say that to find our meaning and purpose in life, we need to look to God and learn what God , who created us, want from us.  It’s not about our wants and desires,  It’s about what God wills for us.
The same holds true for worship.  It’s not about us, it’s about God.  We worship because God made us.  We were created by God’s will.  God wanted us to have life.  God wanted us to love.  God takes pleasure in us, even as we take pleasure and enjoyment in our children, at least most of the time.  

Loving God back, for what God has done for us, is worship.  In today’s second lesson, the writer talks approaching God.  In Old Testament days, God was often shown as one to be feared and to be unapproachable.  But now, because of Jesus, we can come in to God’s presence without fear. God wants us to know Him and His Kingdom.  God is still to be revered and respected, for sure, but because of what God has done in Christ, we turn to God in thanks.  And this, he says is how we “we offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence and with awe.” So worship is about loving and thanking and praising God for all that God has done for us.  It’s not about you, it’s about God. 

There’s a very popular and beautiful contemporary Christian song titled, “Heart of Worship,” (which we’ll sing at the 11:00AM service.)  that contains the following lyrics, “When the music fades, all is stripped away, and I simply come / Longing just to bring something that’s of worth that will bless your heart… / I’m coming back to the heart of worship, and it’s all about You, Jesus. There’s an important story behind that song.

In the late 1990’s, Matt Redman, who wrote the song, was the worship leader of Soul Survivor church in Walford, England.  The pastor, Mike Pilavachi, felt the congregation was struggling with worship.  They had fallen into certain patterns and started to become judgmental of the band, music, and other parts of the service.  It was like they were rating things, that was an “A” song, that was a “C” sermon, and so on.  And so, he decided to do a brave thing, which most of us would never do.  He unplugged the band, took away all the music, asked the people why they were coming to worship, and reminded them they were to be contributors to worship, not just consumers.  What would they bring to their worship of God, with everything else stripped away?  Well, the first few services were pretty awkward and quiet, but in time the people began to bring a song to sing without instruments, acapella.  They would bring readings, and ideas for the message.  Eventually, Redman and the band were brought back.  But it was out of this experience that he wrote this famous worship song, in his bedroom, “Heart of Worship.”  It’s been very powerful for so many, because it puts worship where it should be, “It’s all about you Jesus.”
The Hebrew lesson speaks about offering to God an acceptable worship.  In Romans 12:2, Paul speaks about offering ourselves to God as our spiritual worship.  Because of God’s mercy, because God has made us in love and redeemed us in Jesus Christ, we offer ourselves up to God.  We give ourselves back to God.  At the time of Christ, animal sacrifice was practiced.  It was an offering to God.  In Romans, Paul says we should give a living sacrifice, not a dead one, offering ourselves to God.  That’s what God wants.  The offering that most pleases Him is the offering of ourselves.  And that’s true worship.
The second thing I believe about worship is that it is to be a delight, and not an obligation.  Isaiah says this in the first lesson, “If you call the Sabbath a delight, and the holy day honorable, if you honor it, not going your own ways, serving your own interests, or pursuing your own affairs, then you shall take delight in the Lord, and I will make you ride upon the heights of the earth!” 
Sabbath is to be a delight, worship is to be a delight, but so often we turn it into an obligation, some kind of burden.


In the gospel lesson, Jesus shows the blessing and renewal of Sabbath in a way for everyone to see.  He heals a woman, on the Sabbath, who had been bent over and crippled for 18 long years.  The healing brought a release of her burden, renewal and joy in her life.  It was wonderful that this woman was healed.  What a delight!


But, there was a leader from the synagogue present who did not view Sabbath as a blessing.  Sabbath, by his way of thinking, was about following the rules of the day.  It was an obligation, a duty, a requirement to be fulfilled.  If the rules were followed, that’s all that mattered.  It wasn’t about God and worshipping our Maker, it was about keeping the rules.


So, when Jesus healed this woman on the Sabbath, this man quotes the rule.  “There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on those days and be cured, and not on the Sabbath day.”  What a joyless, legalistic, and heartless response.  The woman’s health didn’t matter.  The healing touch of Jesus didn’t matter.  All that mattered was the rule.  You don’t work on the Sabbath, and healing was work.  You broke the rule.


Jesus did break the rule, to make an important point.  People are more important than rules.  God loves the person, more than the rules.  This Pharisee was at the point where the rules, ruled him.  He was at the point where the rules had superseded the health and well being of another human being.  The rules had pushed away God.

But Jesus shows us a different way.  Jesus shows us a better way.  Jesus shows us the gospel, the good news that God comes first and we are free to care for and love others, even if it means breaking the rules.  

What brings you to worship?  Is it out of a sense of obligation or duty?  Is it a have to rather than a want to?  If something is done differently or inadvertently left out, does it upset you or cause you to judge what’s going on?  Or do you come out of a sense of delight.  Is it to honor God and give thanks for all the God has done?  I hope we can all come with a sense of delight, setting aside obligation and rules to enter in to the presence of God.

And then thirdly, I think these lessons teach us that all we do is to be an act of worship.  Worship is much more than the hour we spend together on Sunday mornings.  Worship is reflected in the way we live our lives. We are to use all of our abilities for love and worship of God.

Isn’t this what Isaiah is saying in the first lesson?  Take off the yoke of judgment and the pointing of the finger.  Replace it with feeding the hungry and meeting the needs of the afflicted.  As you do that you will be blessed by God.  You will be called the “repairer of the breach” and the “restorer of the streets.”  Live your lives as people that seek to bring healing and wholeness to others.  That is worship.
And when Jesus heals this woman on the Sabbath, is he not telling us worship is more than just being in God’s presence on one day?  Worship is love in action as well.  It is not to be confined to Sunday morning and singing favorite hymns or songs in church.  That’s one way to worship, but only one way. 

We worship God when all we do is done for God’s glory.  All of us have practical responsibilities such as a job, going to school, or raising a family.  Those are important.  Too often, we separate those from worship.  Worship is done at church or maybe individually in devotional reading.  Work is an entirely separate matter.  
But remember that we are called to the love the Lord with all our heart, soul, mind and strength.  God wants to be involved and present in all areas of our life.  And so it’s not just in church that we worship.  We worship in our homes, in our places of work, and everywhere we serve.  All of life is to be lived to the glory of God, and that, my friends, is worship.
So worship is first about God, and not our selves.  Now, do I always come to worship with the right focus, on God rather than  myself and my needs?  No.  And worship is to be a delight, not an obligation.  Is it always that way for me, or do I sometimes get more concerned about rules and the way things are done, rather than the joy of being in God’s presence?  I do.  And worship is to be carried into all areas of daily life.  Do I always do that?  I do not.  And it is for that reason there is something I do need from worship.  I need that word of grace.  I need that word of forgiveness.   I need to know God still loves me, even though I don’t always worship rightly, as I know I should.  I need to be reminded that Jesus died for my sin, and that is enough.  And so we all come to hear that good news, to receive it in bread and wine, and to be refreshed for God’s service in our daily lives.
There is nothing we do that is more important than worship.  It is the center out of which everything else flows for our church and for our daily lives.  Knowing we will fall short, but also believing in God’s grace, may our worship be first about God, may we delight in the Lord for what God has done, and may we see everything we do as a way to worship our Lord and our God.  Amen
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