“THE WONDER AND WORTH OF WORSHIP”

(Psalm 95:6)

       “O come, let us worship and bow down: let us kneel before the LORD our maker.”  


The active, aggressive, spiritual church presented in the New Testament, the pattern for today’s church, had a visible profile in two senses:  it was seen as a gathered church and as a going church.  It would regularly gather for spiritual worship and go for spiritual work.  The word “worship” sanctified everything that church did when it was gathered, and the word “work” characterized what it did when it was going.  The same should be true today with regard to the church of Jesus Christ.

The gathered church should be built around four factors:  worship, fellowship, stewardship and discipleship.  The first task of the gathered church should  be to equip or outfit its people (Ephesians 4:12) for these four factors to be solidly implemented in the lifestyle of every member.  I personally believe that a Christian leader is extremely limited in vision if he believes that pulpit preaching or podium teaching, fellowship and camaraderie, or the assigning of work and activity inside a building or a church fellowship, will ever adequately equip the Christians there for the great task that is assigned in Ephesians 4: 12-14 and elsewhere.  Before you over-react to this statement, read the entire message.  Furthermore, such activities inside the local fellowship will never accomplish the global assignment of Jesus Christ.  Nor will the associated efforts of all local churches accomplish this—just look at the vast numbers of people on planet earth who either remain totally unaware of the redemptive message of Jesus Christ or have been only spuriously (and very poorly) evangelized and indoctrinated with the content of the Bible.  At least 2.5 billion people have never redemptively heard the Name of Jesus Christ, and many of those who have heard the Gospel, even those who favorably responded to it, are only spuriously and poorly evangelized.  And this is true in spite of the fact that there are missions agencies galore promoting missions all over the world.  It is my strong conviction that we need to rethink our entire self-awareness and process of operation as the church of Jesus Christ.  The entire penetration beyond the gathered church is/will be generated by this awareness and by the strategy we follow.


The going church should be built around four factors: total participation of all members as they penetrate their world beyond the gathering of the fellowship, ministry to anyone and everyone at any and all times, all-cylinder evangelism (“all-cylinder” means the use of every possible means to penetrate the world with the message of Jesus Christ), and world-impacting missions in all nations of the world.  Let me repeat that all of these activities should enlist the presence of all Christians in a vital, redemptive way (yes, each Christian should see himself as a personal invader regularly on foreign soil, armed with a strategy to build an army for Christ there—what C.S. Lewis called “God’s Fifth Column behind enemy lines”), and the proclamation of the Gospel by all Christians in a vocal way.  Please do not misread the previous sentence.  That each Christian must see himself as “a personal invader regularly on foreign soil” is not so much a comment about transplanted Anglo missionaries from the United States to foreign nations, but more of a comment about the strategy the “personal invader” uses to assure total penetration of a community or a country or a culture.  

Look back to the paragraph about the gathered church and note that the first of four factors I mentioned was worship.  Though worship is far, far bigger and more important than something that occurs in a place where the gathered church may meet, that meeting should begin with and be built around the worship of God.  So I want to discuss the great subject of public worship in this study. 


What is the highest and noblest thing a child of God can do with his life at any given time in this world?  To worship God!  Karl Barth said, “Christian worship is the most momentous, the most urgent, the most glorious action that can take place in human life.”  Oswald Chambers wrote, “Worshipping God is the great essential of spiritual fitness.  If you have not been worshipping God, when you attempt Christian activity you will not only be useless yourself, but a tremendous hindrance to those who are associated with you.”  A great British Bible teacher and preacher said, “Revelation and worship are the foundation of everything.”  Genuine worship of God is the purest luxury of the human soul.  


Let me begin with a definition of the word we use, the word “worship”.  Without going into the array of Hebrew and Greek words that are used for “worship”, we will deal at the moment only with the English word.  The word “worship” is a brief form that derives from a combination of two smaller English words, “worth” and “ship”.  “Worship” is literally “worth-ship”, or the ascription of highest worth to One who is worthy.  The Bible is a book of many understatements (how do you adequately state its great truths), and one of its greatest understatements is that “God is worthy”.  Worship is the act of consciously attributing to God supreme worth.  Some of the worship mentioned in the Bible is private worship, and some is public worship.  We will briefly deal with both of these in this message.  


Note the occurrences of the plural pronouns in the short text printed above, and let me define public worship.  Public worship is the corporate offering of praise and self to the God who alone is worthy of unique adoration and complete commitment.  Public worship is only the composite of the worship of each person present (this is perhaps the main reason much of our public worship is so weak).  True worship is each heart’s occupation with God Himself, to the exclusion of all else, and the suitable response of each heart to all we know of Him.  If this is true, then the hour of public worship is the most urgent and serious hour in the life of any human being.  I want to speak in this study about the hour when God’s people assemble to worship.  There are certain requirements that must be met before true worship takes place--or has taken place.

                                 I.  PREPARATION—the Proper Approach to Worship  
    


If public worship is to be what it should be, the preparation of every participant for the hour of worship is necessary.  A proper approach to worship is necessary if the hour itself is to be as meaningful as possible.  There will never be any adequate worship of God without preparation.  If you properly prepare, you will elevate the worship level and power level of the service of worship, but if you do not prepare, you will lower the levels of worship and spiritual power in the fellowship.  The entire worship service could be viewed as the combination of spiritual life and power gained through the preparation of the members.   If the participant is properly prepared spiritually, he will come to the worship service as a carrier and contributor of Christ and His blessing and  power, not as a mere consumer of His blessings.  


Samuel Rutherford, the great Scottish Christian leader, said, “A spiritual man can extract diamonds from a dunghill, but a carnal man is like the rooster which first created the dunghill, then stood on the top of it to crow over his achievement!”  A spiritual man also will enhance the spiritual power of the church he is part of.  An anointed church is simply a church whose members know how to live in the fullness of the Spirit and how to attract the anointings that are necessary.  When members live daily and hourly with an ungrieved Holy Spirit, the worship services of that church will be marked by powerful visitations of the Holy Spirit upon them.  When the members don’t walk daily in the fullness of the Spirit, the church services will be “business as usual” and devoid of the Spirit’s power.


A lady said to her pastor, “I didn’t get anything out of your sermon.”  He boldly replied, “It’s no wonder.  You didn’t bring anything to put it in!”  When people say, as they often do, “I don’t get anything out of church,” they’re not always passing judgment on the church; sometimes they’re telling a good deal more about themselves.


A pastor and his family lived next door to the rural church he served.  One Sunday morning, he and his son went next door to the church building in a driving rain.  It appeared that the heavy rains had made the dirt road in front of the building impassable.  When they arrived, the father put a modest offering in the offering box.  After awhile, it became apparent that the rain and muddy road had kept everybody else away; they were the only ones there.  Just before they left to go back home, the father reached in the offering box and took out his offering.  His son said, “Dad, like you always said, if you had put more into it, you would have gotten more out of it!”  The same is true of worship.  When you prepare adequately for a worship service, God, you and others will get a great deal out of it.  


How should a Christian prepare for a worship service?
                                                     A.  Worship in private daily
The entire week prior to the worship service is the period of preparation (indeed, a Christian’s entire life should be a preparation for public worship).  As a Christian, you should set aside a specific time to worship alone in private every day during the week.  

It should be very obvious that the pastor’s private worship experiences during the week will help prepare him for rich worship, for anointed preaching, and for spiritual participation with his  people in worship on the Lord’s Day.  If the pastor becomes so busy (even preparing sermons) that he will not take time for daily worship alone with God, his heart will grow cold, his presence sluggish, and his preaching powerless.  An hour or two on Sunday may not be enough to warm him up.  The best possible preparation for public worship is private, daily worship.  Alexander Maclaren said, “There must be inward worship within the inner shrine if there is to be outward and upward worship in the sanctuary.”   Bishop J. C. Ryle echoed the same truth in these words, "True public worship produces the best private Christianity, and true private worship produces the best public Christianity."  

Let me also say that no church member should expect the pastor to be better prepared to preach his sermon than he (the member) is to hear it, apply, and activate it in his own life.  

Pastor S. D. Gordon had a dream one Saturday night in which he saw Jesus in the audience of the church service as he preached his sermon the following morning.  He saw that Jesus was listening intently to the message he was preaching.  He declared that forever after he preached as to an audience of One.  This forever changed his preparation for the service and his preaching of the Gospel.  

The James Moffatt New Testament translates Revelation 1:10 in these words, “On the Lord’s Day I found myself raptured in the Spirit.” Such an experience is not a matter of chance, but of choice, consent and commitment.  It requires elimination of external and secondary things so that we may be cleansed of pettiness, coldness and indifference.


Something Divinely wonderful happens in church when we come expectant and prepared.  Nothing is likely to happen if we don't.  Conceivably a man could go into a library, sit all day among the great books, the great thoughts and ideas of the ages, and come out as empty as he went in.  The same tragic loss can characterize any attendant in a worship service—if he did not properly prepare by his own private worship before he became part of the gathered church in a worship service.  



        B.  Begin your Sunday on Saturday night
Christians should turn back to their Jewish roots here.  A Jewish day begins at sundown the day before.  The Jewish Sabbath began at sundown on Friday.  The Jewish Sunday begins at sundown on Saturday night.  When the Psalmist said in Psalm 55:17, "Evening, and morning, and at noon will I pray, and cry aloud, and God shall hear my voice", he was giving the order of a Jewish day.  The Jewish day began at “evening” of the day before.  This means that the day was begun before the family retired for the night of rest.  This, in turn, means that the family could lay out its day with specific plans and preparations before it entered the light of the day.  Realizing how much is at stake in public worship, a Christian or family of Christians would be very wise to re-evaluate his Saturday nights, knowing that he is going to influence his worship on Sunday by what he does on Saturday night.  Christian, try a few times to begin your Sunday on Saturday night, and see the differences it makes in your worship.

There are many Christians for whom little or nothing happens between them and God on Sunday morning for the simple reason that too much happened between them and the world on Saturday night.  They go to the worship service “hung over” with the atmosphere of the world and without adequate preparation to meet God in worship.  In our culture, Saturday has been almost wholly pre-empted by the world, the flesh and the devil.  More liquor is consumed, more money is wasted, more automobiles are wrecked, more brawls started, more people killed in anger, more souls damaged on Saturday night than on any other.  We Christians should set a wholly different pattern for our families.  We should at least want to give ourselves to God with the same devotion, expression and enthusiasm as the devil’s crowd gives to him in one of his “places of worship” on Saturday night.  

Jesus made a definitive statement about worship when talking to the Samaritan woman in John four.  In verse 24, He said, “God is spirit, and they that worship Him must worship Him in spirit and in truth.”  One commentator said that the term “in spirit” (not a reference to the Holy Spirit, but a reference to the devotion of the spirit of the human worshipper) refers to the subjective side of worship.  This means that worship is to include the entire personal experience of the worshipper.  Then, he said, the term “and in truth” refers to the objective side of worship.  That is, all worship is to be determined by the revelation of Scripture, or by the Word of God.  When we bring our whole selves, prepared by a full week of daily private worship, to the place of worship, and then seek to determine everything we do there by the revelation of the Word of God, we can expect to meet God in His grace and power.  Operating through a spirit sanctified every day by regular worship, and governed by a Bible that we have progressively familiarized ourselves with on a daily basis, at any time,



   “The skies may split in two,



     And the face of God may come shining through.”

The Bible calls this “deep calling unto deep.”  Most Christians almost never see a really anointed worship service, and most attend church services in which they almost never see the powerful anointing of the Holy Spirit, so they tend to regularly gear down to a level of mediocrity.  Because they have no standard for measuring an anointed church, they must be content with the poor “half-life” they see and experience.  But when Jesus comes to a worship service, and greatly enjoys Himself because of what HE receives and sees and hears there, He cannot remain silent and inactive. You see, the most important person “in church” is Jesus Himself, and it is far more important that He enjoy Himself in church than that you enjoy yourself!  When He enjoys Himself, He makes His enjoyment unmistakably known!   He asserts Himself in power in that kind of service, and His peculiar miracles happen in conspicuous display! 

One of the sequences in true worship is that the worshipper’s eyes are always opened in character-transforming ways.  The scales are swept from the eyes of the worshippers to disclose around and above us the horses and chariots of God!  The natural becomes flooded with that which transcends nature.  We realize more and more how very sinful we are, and we realize proportionately God’s application of His redemption.  We are weak, and He infuses us with His strength.  We are foolish, and He imparts His wisdom.  We bring our inner dryness to Him, and His Spirit becomes the life-giving water to the parched soul.  These things always occur in enlarging ways in true worship when it occurs in an anointed church.

 When we leave that kind of worship service, we will go with banners flying, and in confidence of victory no matter what battles we face.   

An old military adage says that “victories are won in the General’s tent before the battles are ever fought on the field.”  Every Christian should see himself as a kind of spiritual “General”, forging the victory in a worship service by what he does in his private tent before he goes to the public battlefront.  Let the Christian engage in daily private worship and give special attention on Saturday night to the coming assembly on Sunday, and God will reoccupy territory which we have long taken into our own hands by poor preparation for public worship.  

II. PARTICIPATION—the Personal Activity of Worship

The second requirement that must take place before true worship occurs is whole-hearted participation by every attendant.  I am speaking here about the corporate worship of the entire local Body of Christ.  In this worship, every member of that Body must walk up the altar steps and lay bare his soul in the known Presence of the Most High God.  Worship is something infinitely more than a performance in which a few are the actors and entertainers and the rest audience.  In our western culture, we have misled people at this point—everything about the architecture of our “churches” (actually, they are only buildings owned as church property) and structure of their services suggests a super-star performance by a few actors, commandeering “auditors” in an “audience” in an “auditorium”, with that audience being even more neutralized by a standard that only calls for listening, approving and “enjoying” what is heard.  Can we honestly believe that that kind of Christianity would have generated the New Testament and would have produced the Book of Acts to begin with?  Surely not!  

Dr. Martin Lloyd-Jones, a Welsh preacher who engaged in some of the most powerful pastoral ministries the world has ever seen (primarily at Westminster Chapel in London, where he succeeded the great Bible teacher/pastor Dr. G. Campbell Morgan), would not allow a choir in the services at Westminster because, he said, that robs the entire body of the opportunity of being the choir performing before an Audience of One.  This is only one example of his “eccentricities”, but in case anyone wants to dismiss his views as radical, let them read his biographies and learn of the incredible (incredible) power of the man, the miraculous way God used him to revolutionize, awaken and empower multitudes with “Biblical, Book of Acts Christianity.”  No one who heard him and was inwardly restructured around the glory of Jesus through his preaching/teaching would accuse him of “eccentricity”!

Worship is not just attending a “worship service” any more than healing is just paying a visit to the Doctor’s office.  In a previous paragraph, I spoke about staff members as being the “actors/entertainers” and the attendants as being the passive audience.  We must remember the truthfulness of the old adage that “spectators tend to become critics.”  When the team of a particular sports fan loses, he quickly becomes an “arm-chair quarterback” criticizing the bad play and game plan of his team, and dogmatizing a better game plan by which the team surely would have won the game!  The same becomes easily true in the gathered church.  When the service is completed, the awakened flesh of a nominal Christian who has never learned daily worship and daily discipline of his fleshly disposition—that uncurbed “flesh” expresses itself—often in horribly dogmatic and critical ways.  God is further pushed to the edges of the fellowship, the Spirit is grieved into silence (though never into absence), and soon God seeks a better sounding-board for His full Self-expression.  

For some people, a church service may be a matter of life and death.  Someone may be present who may never come again to church.  It is urgent that he meet God, whatever his personal need.  But he likely will never know the “Benevolent Ambush” in a staid, decent, fellowship in which the people are suffocating in sophistication and stifling the Spirit of God.  When I use the term, “Benevolent Ambush”, I am quoting a deeply spiritual 84-year-old woman who said of a certain church, “Any lost person who gets near this church is in danger of being saved by Benevolent Ambush.”  Why doesn’t every fellowship of believers regularly experience that Heavenly Ambush?  Let me suggest a few things concerning personal participation in a church service.
                       A.  Give maximum attention and concentration
First, let every participant cultivate daily the habit of giving maximum attention and total concentration to God, to His intentions, and to the participant’s own personal participation in the service that has these concerns as its focus.  When you turn on a television set, it is vital that it be plugged in, turned on, tuned in, fine-tuned to prevent  any unwanted obstruction from appearing on the screen, and that the observer be very selective in all the possible things he may see and hear.  We would be wise to be very jealous of the spiritual counterparts to each of these specifications when in a worship hour.   
              B.  Learn and implement the Biblical dimensions of hearing
 It is absolutely impossible to overestimate the importance of spiritual hearing.  However, most Christians have never been taught at all about how to hear.  And yet, Jesus spoke about this more often than any other recorded theme of His teaching.  For example, in the text and context of the parable of the sower, some form of the word “hear” is used 16 times in 11 verses!  Jesus made strange, staggering statements about hearing:  “Be careful that you hear”; “be careful what you hear”; “be careful how you hear.”  “Hearing, you hear not.”  Are you deliberately careful concerning your hearing?  Are you deliberately careful to hear (among other things, this means that it is imperative that you be present when His Word is taught)?   Are you deliberately careful to discriminate in what you hear, filtering out the inferior and the evil (this includes all hearing), and giving special attention to His Truth?  Are you deliberately careful about the depth, quality, practicality, and result of your hearing?  

Practically, you should pray in advance (regularly) for the speaker, and pray for each message he presents.  Then, you should pray in advance (regularly) for yourself as both a recipient and a participant in a worship service.  Then, you should pray for every listener in the service.  It would be wise to occasionally go to the place of worship when it is empty and ask God to first fill it with Himself all the time, and then host the services when they occur. Then, you should pray in advance (regularly) that God will be pleased in/by the service, and that He will decisively let us know if He is pleased—and even more so if He is displeased.  Let this Biblical aspiration be ours:  “We are constantly ambitious and strive earnestly to be pleasing to Him”  (II Corinthians 5:9, Amplified Bible).  Remember, all of us are in the service to do things before God.  The “preacher” is like a prompter off stage to assist our thoughts, our words, and even our actions after the service.   And when we act properly and spiritually before God according to His specifications, He will not only powerfully fill our worship, but He will turn it into a work before men—extending world-wide!!! 

At this point, I must say something about the Biblical “strategy pattern” for a local fellowship.  According to Ephesians 4:11-12, the vocationally called “leaders” are not the primary “ministers” (!!!!!).  The real ministers in the Body are the people, the saints of God.  They are to be equipped to do the work of ministering (Ephesians 4:12).  So the business of the people (the “laymen”) is not to “support” the ministry of the pastor-teacher; in fact, the text turns that totally around—the business of the pastor-teacher is that of an equipper, and his job assignment is to equip the army of ministers (the “laymen” in the fellowship) to do their assigned ongoing work of ministering.  They are not assigned to support and build his ministry; instead, he is assigned to support their ministries!   He is assigned to equip them and to deploy them to their assigned work of ministering both within and outside the fellowship.  This strategy allows every “soldier” to be active on the battlefront, not merely in the “fortress of faith”.  This requires strategic vision and discipline on the  part of the pastor-teacher as he prepares for worship, and strategic vision-building and personal discipline on their part to fulfill their vocational assignment as God’s ministers.  All of this should be launched in public worship and certainly in the teaching that occurs there.  But this will not happen without intention, accountability, and deployment into the given ministries for which the member is gifted and equipped.  And I must add that the worship service is to be a catalyst, like an ignition key, that sets the ministry in motion like the starting and engaging of an automobile engine.  
C.  Commit to personal impact that extends far beyond the place of worship
When the Holy Spirit told us to “present your bodies a living sacrifice” (Romans 12:1), and when He constantly spread language of sacrifice in His appeals to us, we should have been made suspicious by the word “sacrifice” that He intended a very demanding but happy commitment from us.  Happy, to be sure, but very demanding!  And we should have become suspicious that our typical comfort-first, risk-free lifestyle, a sit-comfortably-as-sterile, non-counting-members-in-church and then head-for-a-happy time-at-a-local-restaurant, habit,  is far removed from the “Book of Acts Christianity” that the Holy Spirit launched through the early church, and has always intended, and that He mandated over and over again.  I am convinced that when we follow that sterile, fruitless pattern long enough, He will go elsewhere and carry His strategy to those who will “bring forth the fruit thereof.”  Again, do not misunderstand.  I am certainly not suggesting a legalistic, slavish bondage to a routine.  I am referring to the happy commitment of believers who are only fulfilled as they obey and serve Him on His terms.  

Let me repeat:  when this “mix” is found in the gathered church, the members of the Body will then go like “an army with banners,” marching triumphantly in His Name to the ends of the earth.

        III.  PERFORMANCE or PRACTICE—the practical Aftermath of Worship

This message would not be complete without sounding the note of the performance or practice of the people as they penetrate the world when the worship service is completed.  The vital test of any worship is the action of the people afterward.

Genesis four contains the enlightening story of two brothers, sons of Adam and Eve named Cain and Abel.  They were like all men, “incurably religious”, an expression of the “tug on the upward side” of God’s image in them.  They both approached an altar devoted to the worship of God, and they both brought “offerings” or “sacrifices” with them.  But here, each took a different direction.  Cain, being “ a tiller of the ground,  brought of the fruit of the ground an offering unto the LORD” (Genesis 4:2-3).  Abel, a “keeper of the sheep” (Gen. 4:2), “brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof.”  Hebrews 11:4 says that Abel made his offering to God “by faith”, and the text of Genesis (4:5) clearly indicates that Cain acted from self-will, not by faith.  “Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God” (Romans 10:17)—that is, there is no real faith that is not a response of trust to the revealed Word of God.  Abel acted in faith, Cain did not.  God accepted Abel and his offering, but rejected Cain and his offering.  

I would be very remiss if I did not declare the Gospel as it is revealed in these early worshippers.  That which made Abel’s sacrifice acceptable, and caused Abel himself to be accepted by God, was the death of the victim as substituted for his own deserved death as a sinner.  That which rendered Cain’s offering hateful to God, and caused Cain himself to be rejected by God, was the absence of the death and blood of a substitute as a sin-offering.  “The wages of sin is death,” either the death of the sinner who has sinned or the death of a substitute in his place.  The slain animal was accepted by God in Abel’s case as, symbolically, Abel’s substitute—typifying the One who should come, the “woman’s seed”, “made under the law” and dying lawfully for sinners, that they might be justified before God as they trust Him.  So, from the earliest beginning of human history, God established and honored the principle of substitution, the Just dying for the unjust, the Blessed One becoming a curse for us (Galatians 3:13), that we the cursed might be blessed.  Jesus died for me, and arose for my justification (Romans 4:25)!  This is the Gospel!

Meanwhile, back at the altar.  That “church service”, attended by Cain and Abel, surely witnessed them looking much the same “in church”.  Ah, but what happened when church was over?”  Genesis 4:8 says, “And it came to pass, when they were in the field,” that Cain, being “very angry” with his brother (4:5-6), “rose up against Abel his brother, and killed him.”  Thus, the unbelieving “line of Cain” was set in motion and has gained momentum throughout history, guilty of rebellious and radical unbelief, fratricide (every day of unbelief in anybody’s life will eventuate in “brother-murder”), and heated anger against both God and believing men.  You see, men really are “haters of God” (Romans 1:30, Psalm 2:1-3), and their hatred can generate the most poisonous of verbal venom, and may even lead to violence.  Meantime, Abel, operating by faith, is sent into a believer’s eternity—and to a martyr’s crown.  And today (as we specify time), he is with the God whom he honored in worship at the altar long, long ago.  The story of Cain ends quite differently!

So the test of our preparation for worship and our participation in worship is in our practice when public worship has officially ended.  You see, no Divine Truth is given to us just for our appraisal and approval, not something to just accept and hold in our minds and our hearts.  Christians are not to be like Halloween Jack-o’-lanterns, all smiles and no feet!  Your contact with your physical environment while listening in church is primarily with your seat and your feet.  What kind of Christian you are will be determined by which of those—seat or feet—dominates your Christianity.  If your Christianity is largely dominated by your seat—you just sit and listen, and go away to do your own thing—God cannot possibly be pleased with the worship which generated that totally unauthorized lifestyle, nor can he be pleased with your life “in the field”.  But if your feet take their active cue from the training you received while on your seat in church, He has already spoken His approval.  Concerning those who recognize that they are the privileged “sent ones” whose influence for Him spreads to the ends of the earth, He said, “How beautiful are the feet of them that herald the Gospel of peace, and bring good tidings…” (Romans 10:15).  
God’s people sent (across the street and across the world), serving (in every way possible) and speaking (about Jesus, and to anyone who will listen)—these are the practices that should follow public worship, and these activities should be personally practiced by us on a regular basis all over the world, stimulated by our experience of public worship with the rest of the sent, serving, speaking ones (those who were in the worship service with us).  Christian, you are one of God’s “sent ones” (John 20:21), and as you go, you are to be steadily serving Him and others, and steadily speaking to others about Him.  
An old Japanese legend, a legend of Buddhism, tells of a Buddhist who died and went to the Buddhist “heaven” and was taken on a sightseeing tour of his new home.  Quanon, the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy, was his guide, and she showed him all of the residences everywhere.  It was all beautiful, according to the legend.  At one stop, the guide took the new arrival into a large building which resembled an earthly gymnasium.  Lining the walls in the building were shelves stacked with piles of objects that looked like flattened prunes or dried mushrooms.  “What are those things?” the new arrival asked.  The guide answered, “Those are human ears.”  “Human ears!  What does this mean?”  The goddess/guide answered, “These are the ears of all of the humans on earth who heard the truth, but did nothing about what they heard.  So when they died, only their ears came to heaven, but the rest of them went elsewhere.”  Dear friends, we had better be glad that God does not judge us like that, and that the standard for getting to heaven is not first of all a standard of obedience to His commands!  We are saved by grace, but God did say to His saved children, “Be doers of the Word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves.”  God will evaluate our works, our service, our ministries, on a very rigid basis which is clearly revealed in His Word, and our eternal reward will be determined by whether we fulfilled the ministry He expected of us.   Let our worship incline our ears and our hearts to hear Him, search out our assignment as He stated it in His Word, and obey with all that we are.        

Let me conclude this study with a few words and illustrations about preaching in a worship service.  I am especially fond of this part because I have spent 56 years of my life in a preaching and teaching ministry, and I love to preach and teach.  However, I decidedly feel that my greatest productivity (by far!) has never been in the pulpit, but rather in seeing the fruit of disciples, “the men God gave me”.  That fruit has apparently grown to massive proportions, and additional disciples and disciplers are being added to the fruit-bearing list with every passing day.  “Not unto us, O Lord, not unto us, but unto Thy Name, be glory, for Thy mercy and Thy truth’s sake” (Psalm 115:1).  
I have been blessed by a gracious God to see Divine things started and Diabolical things stopped because of preaching, so I am not reducing my calling; indeed, I want to magnify it—but in the place and proportion the Bible states, not in the disproportion that much Christianity gives to it.   For example, a ministry that “serves God” and, incidentally, leads to a constant stream of accolades for the preacher, enhancing his “greatness” and enlarging his fame and fortune, is at least highly suspect from God’s viewpoint.  James Denney, the Scottish theologian, stabbed my heart with these words, “No man can show himself clever and Jesus Christ to be a great Savior at the same time.”  There is nothing in a Christian’s life that fails more miserably than an ungodly success. If Jesus had followed the course of “upward mobility”, could He possibly have managed to get Himself crucified?  The Book says that “He humbled Himself, and became obedient unto death, even to a Cross-kind of dying.”  It was His life that began in Heaven and “came down”, the life of “downward mobility”, that allows us to catch His elevator of grace and rise finally to Heaven.  I say these things cautiously and with definite reservations, because God has sometimes put them both together—but the men who have “survived” the upward mobility of such attention seem deeply aware of the footprints of Satan on their own inner lives, footprints that vie with the marks of God upon them, keeping them always broken before God.  This downward mobility is certainly the secret of their useful lives.  Then, and then only, is His highest blessing entrusted to them.  
Years ago, Coronet Magazine printed a fascinating article entitled, “Sermons That Started Something”, in which was itemized a long list of big and small achievements in society that received their original impulse and thrust in a church service.  Many a hospital, many a school, many an institution of mercy, many a ministry that has blessed the world, began in a gathering of the people of God for worship.
Dr. Crawford Long of Jefferson, Georgia, who was the first to develop anesthetics, said that he got his first idea sitting in church, not from watching people being put to sleep, although that is suggestive enough (!), but by merely hearing a preacher’s text:  “The Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam.”  He sat in church wondering what he could give a man to cause a deep sleep to fall on him.  He said that text was the first germ of the idea—and the medical world has used his findings to bless ailing people ever since!  May God challenge us as never before in our public worship, and may God bless the world outside as never before because of what happens between Him and us inside, and may Heaven be populated and Hell be emptied in this generation like in no other—because of what happens as we “worship and bow down” before our great God!   
How many a Godly life and ministry started in an altar, at least in the inner altar of the heart, after hearing a sermon that God graciously anointed!  I have been privileged to see these transformations occur before my very eyes at many an altar after a God-blessed sermon.  Dear Christian friend, would you kindly pray, often and earnestly, for the preaching and teaching of the Word of God across this desperately needy land?  Pray for God to speak His Truth through men of His appointment, and start such a movement of the Holy Spirit such as the world has never seen.  

And sermons have stopped things, as well.  Many a Diabolical work or movement, many a Diabolical man or woman, has been stopped on the spot by a God-empowered sermon which simply told God’s Truth.  Many a sin has disappeared from lives and from cultures because of a sermon.  

Here is a classic example.  The war between Chile and Argentina would have raged and died in history, but its cessation was memorialized by the great statue that stands today on a high mountain, the Christ of the Andes.  The inspiration for stopping the war and building the statue began in a sermon.  

Another classic example.  When Aaron Burr shot Alexander Hamilton in a duel, a preacher in Albany, New York, preached such an impassioned sermon on the folly of it that he set in motion the initial law which eventually put an end to dueling in America.

Yet another.  During a Communion Service, “the little woman who started the big war” (Abe Lincoln’s description), Harriett Beecher Stowe, in a flash of redemptive insight, got her idea for Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The book that was inspired by that service is one of the most poignant, insightful and Christian books ever written, a book which figured so mightily in the outlawing of slavery.  When the benediction to the service was pronounced, she walked home as though in a trance. Fighting to keep back the tears, she   went straight to her bedroom and wrote the outline of the vision she had seen while humbly remembering Jesus before the altar of God.   

I pray that God will take from His called preachers the ambition of “upward mobility” (moving up a ladder of church life, reputation, fame and fortune), and put in each of them a willingness to be subject to His Program of “downward mobility”, being cultured by Heaven into an ever-deepening experience of self-denial, Cross-bearing, individual people-building, and  total world impact.
What really, with eternal impact, goes on in a worship service?  We cannot possibly know the full story from the standpoint of “holy history”, which is recorded only in the archives of Heaven.  But we may be sure that what goes on, measured by God, is not nearly enough.  But when we properly prepare, properly participate, and properly perform by means of His Life in us, who can tell what is possible when we gather to worship?     
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