THE SHAPE OF GOD PLEASING WORSHIP

Sermon for the 4th Sunday of Easter, 2011 

Acts 2:42

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.

The text for our sermon today is part of the 1st reading from before, Acts 2:42 They continued steadfastly in the teaching of the apostles and in the fellowship, in the breaking of the bread, and in the prayers.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. 

Dear friends in Christ,

When Sunday morning comes along, we hop out of bed, get the chores done, and then get ready for church. It’s pretty much the same routine each week. But have you ever stopped to consider why we come to church? Is it just to keep friends or family happy? Our parents and grand-parents all came to church, so we should too? Is it just some routine that we have gotten into? I hope not. Surely it is to worship God, to give Him thanks for His daily and eternal gifts. Yet do we really understand just how important our worship is, or ought to be. 

Of course everybody for different reasons will miss a Sunday or two, be it from illness, holidays, or something else, but that’s okay. Sadly though, there are many who simply do not bother to turn up. They will gladly sleep in, go to the movies, play sport, laze around and so on; yet to find an hour or two each Sunday to come to the Lord’s house is just not that important. In fact, it’s a disappointment, and this happens the world over, where you will see people, once they are confirmed, never setting foot in a church again, or very rarely. 

However, worship is defiantly important. Why? Because it is the doctrinal instruction of the Christian week after week. Your instruction in the Christian faith does not end once you are confirmed, but continues right up till the day you die. Week after week, when we come to worship in the Lord’s house, we are learning from Him. 
Worship is also important because it is the fellowship of the saints brought to its highest level in Holy Communion. Worship is where God equips His people to live out their relationship to Him in the presence of the world. Aren’t we to give a defence of our faith if need be? Well, how can we, if we are not continually trained and refined by God through His Word, and strengthened through His Sacrament? He teaches us, He tells us about the forgiveness His Son has earned for us, and He gives us the strength we need to struggle through this life. 

When we worship, we worship as the children of God in Christ Jesus. Our God comes to us, and through His Spirit working within us, we respond by joyfully receiving Him. In fact, we do not worship Him all alone, but with the ‘arch angels and all the company of heaven’ do we ‘laud and magnify His glorious name.’ 

Now, God didn’t leave something as important and powerful as worship entirely up in the air. That would not make any sense. No, God shaped worship and He taught about it in His Word. He guided the early church in their worship, and He gave us a record of how they did it so we could follow. They continued steadfastly in the teaching of the apostles and in the fellowship, in the breaking of the bread, and in the prayers.

Worship always has a shape. It always did and it always will. Generally speaking, the shape of worship is determined by what you think about worship. For example, sometimes people will come to church, and after the service is finished, will walk out of the church and say, “I never really got anything out of that today.” What do they mean? Quite often they are referring to the sermon. In other words, the main focus on the worship service was the pastor and how he conducted himself. Others will say that worship is boring, because we have boring old hymns and a liturgy that is old and outdated. Surely we could modernise a bit. Here again, though, such thinking takes the focus off the Word and Sacraments, and bases it on how one feels. We spoke about feelings last Sunday. But if worship is for the purpose of leading you to a conviction or a decision, then worship will be shaped differently. Such worship only seeks to build emotions, rather than to build faith. 

Worship services are the way that God comes to us in Word and Sacrament, to bless us and equip us for the faith and the life of faith. Although we will always feel refreshed by worship, it is not about how we feel about God and His Word and His will. We are refreshed because we are reminded of what He has done for us. And what is the will of God for us? Worship is for the inner man, the part of us that loves God. The outer man is corrupted in sin and still hates whatever is holy, and in worship we must discipline our flesh and make it serve what is right and good and holy. We dare not allow our flesh to shape our worship by its pleasures and feelings, or we will be shaped by that part of us in which sin rules. 

Worship, as we do it today, is still shaped by the same things as it was for the earliest Christians.  In fact, the text we have before us is a description of how they worshipped. If you look closely at our text it has four elements. Let me read it to you again. They continued steadfastly in the teaching of the apostles - this is the first element... and in fellowship – that’s the second... in the breaking of the bread – that’s the third, and in the prayers... that’s the fourth. How simple is that, and yet, how many churches get it wrong. Let’s take a closer look at each element.

First of all, the teaching of the apostles. That is the portion of the service where we read the Scriptures and teach. The lessons we have each week, and the sermon, participate in that part of the worship service. Luther says that a worship service without a sermon should not even take place. It’s a little bit like Philip and the Ethiopian in Acts chapter 8: The Spirit said to Philip, “Go over and join this chariot.” 30 So Philip ran to him and heard him reading Isaiah the prophet and asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” 31 And he said, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” And ﻿he invited Philip to come up and sit with him, (29-31). This is what happens in a sermon. The Word of God is expanded upon, explaining God’s words to the hearers. God sends His shepherds to teach the His Word to His hearers. 
Furthermore, it comes as no surprise that the teaching of the apostles is listed first, because the Word of God is the most important element. If you took God and His Word out of the worship service, it would no longer be a worship service. That is why we give such priority to the reading of Scripture and the preaching of the sermon. A century ago, the Lutheran church had sermons that would last anything from 45 minutes to an hour and a half. People had the time, and the desire to learn and listen. Today, many people’s attitude is that if something can’t be said from the pulpit in less than 10 minutes, then you can’t say it! Sadly, your pastor is not one of those, but can you see how our flesh struggles against the spirit in this most important element of worship. 
Secondly, we have fellowship. The Greek word used is koinownia (pronounced “coin-own-e-a”). This word means a participation together in something holy. That fellowship is most clearly seen in the Lord’s Supper, but it is also experienced in the confession of sins and the absolution, the confession of faith, the singing of the hymns and so forth. We share together in something holy - we share in the forgiveness proclaimed in the absolution and delivered personally to each one of us in the sacrament. We share together in something holy when we announce to the world what it is that we believe and when we speak those words of the creeds we use - ecumenical creeds: creeds used since the time of the Apostles, confessed by the Church against errors common throughout the history of the Church, believed by everyone who is a Christian - and denied only by those who also deny Christ. 

Third is the breaking of bread. This specifically refers to the Lord’s Supper. It is and always has been an integral part of the worship of Christians. Until about a century and a half ago, maybe two, no Sunday service, and no festival service of the Lutheran Church was without Holy Communion. We come to hear of God’s grace, and then to receive it in the most personal and intimate fashion, by mouth, as we eat the body and drink the blood of our Saviour in this precious gift. Except among those who deny God’s gift and reject His Sacrament, the Lord’s Supper was an indispensable part of the regular worship until the age of rationalism and pietism caused many Lutherans mistakenly to flee from the Sacrament and receive it only two to four times a year.

The fourth part of the worship is prayer. We talk to God. We pour out our hearts to Him. He has spoken to us in His Word and He invites us to come to Him and speak with Him. But this is corporate prayer - prayer of the body of Christ. We pray about everything that all of us are concerned about, for forgiveness, to give thanks, to seek His continued blessings and grace. This is not a time for purely personal petitions, but for the things that we all together desire and for which the body of Christ cries out to God with one voice. We lift up our hearts together, calling on God for what we need and we confidently trust God to hear our prayers and grant our petitions, for we do not seek what God does not want, or those things concerning which we have no word, but what God Himself has taught us to pray about and promised to pour out on His people, when they pray. 

That is the shape of worship in Scripture – word, sacrament, liturgy and prayer. And how we do those things is also significant. Just as surely as false preaching is a serious and deadly error, and denying the Sacrament impoverishes a church, worship which does not faithfully follow the shape and purpose which God has revealed and which God has caused to arise in His Church is dangerous and even deadly as well. It is through worship that we teach - that we learn. It becomes a piece of us and a part of our thinking and valuing and living. We refresh our faith in God through the faithful repetition of the liturgy and the shape of our worship - which is why we are always slow and careful about changes, because when you change the shape of our worship, you may well be changing what our worship teaches us and works in us as well. 

And what our worship teaches us is the grace of God in Jesus Christ, the forgiveness of our sins, and the sweet promises of resurrection and life everlasting as God’s gifts to us through faith, for Christ’s sake. And not one of us would want to change the shape of that! Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

PRAYER FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY OF EASTER


Lord our God, we praise You for Your great goodness; and for the good things that You have prepared for those who love You!  Grant that we may obtain those glories, which no human being has ever seen or heard or ever thought could happen, through Jesus Christ, Your holy Servant.


We thank You for sending Christ, the Good Shepherd, into our world, to lay down His life for the sheep, to pay the price of His blood to free us from the power of Satan, from the deserved results of our sins, and from the lifelong fear of death.  We praise You also for His triumphant resurrection, and for the glorious promise that all who listen to His voice and follow Him will receive eternal life.


We thank You for His pity and love for us, who were straying and helpless like sheep without a shepherd, but who are now through Your great mercy brought back to fellowship with the true Shepherd and Keeper of our souls.  We thank You For Your gracious forgiveness for all our sins, for Your promise of peace, for Your assurance of salvation, for Your presence and power in our lives, and for every gift in Christ Jesus.


Enable us, by Your grace, to follow the example of Jesus, our Saviour and Head, by seeking the lost, lifting up the fallen, strengthening the weary, rescuing the straying, feeding the poor, helping the suffering, sheltering the homeless, and being sensitive to each other’s needs.  May we thereby proclaim Your praises for calling us out of darkness into Your marvellous light.


Give us the voice and leadership of Jesus the Good Shepherd in all parliaments and councils of the nations, in commerce and industry, in all civic and social life.


Direct our way through the sin, strife, and uncertainty of this age, O Lord.  Give us true faith and godly hearts.  Strengthen the sick, cheer the depressed, and supply the needy, showing that You are always ready to help in every trouble.  Because our eyes have seen Your salvation, when our last hour comes, release Your servants in peace, and receive us into everlasting glory; through Jesus Christ Your Son, our risen Lord and Saviour.  Amen.
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